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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION  

Breakaway Nations: the use of sport and physical culture to create a cross class Catalan identity 

during the Second Republic  

by 

James Edward Stout  

Doctor of Philosophy in History 

University of California, San Diego, 2016  

Professor Pamela Radcliff, Chair  

In 1931 Spain and Catalonia made strides towards democracy as a republic was declared. 

Throughout the republican period, Catalan governance remained in the hands of the Esquerra 

Republicana de Catalunya (ERC). This party aimed to fuse Catalan national identity, which had 

previously been an elite construct, with left republican democratic policies. In an attempt to create 

a national identity which was both cross class and democratic, the ERC turned to methods outside 

of the traditions of Spanish politics up to that point. This Dissertation will argue that sport and 

physical culture were an important tool in the ERC’s attempts to create a cross class national 

identity and that they allowed people of various classes to perform and negotiate that identity. 

The sport in question focused on incorporating as much of the population as possible and was 

about participation, not excellence. This cross class, mass pariticpation sporting movement 

became known as the popular sports movement and it would go on to serve as part of the ERC’s 

foreign policy as it reached its peak in the 1936 Popular Olympics. Before this both elite and 



xx 
 

popular sports had played a role in the ERC’s domestic policy as well as in the nationalization 

efforts of Catalan civil society. The popular sport movement made use of the infrastructure for 

sport which had been built before the Republic but fused this with a new, cross class, discourse of 

national identity. Youth groups and sports clubs served as schools of democracy and sites for 

performing and negotiating Catalan national identity.  It shall be argued that popular sport bought 

together groups who had previously been ignored by, and ignored, Catalan politics politics and 

national identity up. This dissertation argues that, through participating in popular sport and 

physical culture, more people came to see themselves as Catalan and felt stronger ties to the 

nation.  



 

1 
 

 

 Introduction

 

In May 1935 when the cyclist Mariano Cañardo1 returned from a successful campaign at 

the Vuelta a España, having finished second overall and taken the trophy for first “national” 

racer, he had every right to take a well-earned rest. He’d ridden 3,425 km over 14 stages, from the 

mountains of the Pyrenees in the north to the southern coastal roads. He’d endured heat, 

dehydration, rain, savage climbs and the best the Belgian and Spanish competitors who shared the 

podium could throw at him. Rather than heading directly home to recover, Cañardo took his 

trophy to a rather odd location to celebrate. Eschewing the usual celebration dinners and parades, 

Cañardo carried his reward to the prison where Lluis Companys, President of Catalonia and 

leader of the Esquerra Republicana Catalana  (ERC) was incarcerated following an attempt to 

declare an independent Catalonia the year before.2During the visit he received a book, “Catalunya 

Companys”, from the man who came so close to leading his nation further from Madrid, from 

where Cañardo had just returned. The cyclist who was “from Navarre by birth but Catalan by 

adoption” could be content that his efforts had not gone unnoticed and that his sporting 

achievements had been tied to the national identity that he had embraced.3 

The worldview that we know as Catalan nationalism had long existed amongst a certain 

elite sector of the inhabitants of the region. It was a longstanding vanguard cultural and political 

                                                        
1 The Catalan rendering of his name “Marian Canyardo” was also sometimes used in the press. 

2 In an interview published in the Barcelona sports newspaper Dicen in 1977 Cañardo explains having 
visited Companys in prison the day after the 1935 Vuelta was over. Companys presented Cañardo with a 
copy of a book entitled “Catalunya-Companys”, written by the Spanish journalist and politician 
Francisco Gómez Hidalgo, and published in Madrid that same year. 

3 “El Navarro de nacimiento y Catalán de adopción” Gutiérrez, Juan. “ANIVERSARIO La Vuelta Cumple 
Hoy 80 Años.” As.com, April 29, 2015. 
http://as.com/m/ciclismo/2015/04/29/vuelta_espana/1430276204_821963.html.  
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identity, combined with a relatively recent broadening in the class base of its appeal, which led 

Cañardo and Companys to their prison cell meeting. The Catalan sporting apparatus and 

achievement was far ahead of the rest of Spain; on the roads and pitches Barcelona dictated to 

Madrid.  Success in the sporting sphere, however, had not been accompanied by success in the 

attempts of the political manifestations of the national project to increase autonomy from the 

centralizing power in Madrid. Nevertheless the world of sport and the concept of the Catalan 

nation had become fused in the few years that Companys and his party had held office in 

Barcelona, and this is what brought a cyclist to his cell and a president to consider that cyclist’s 

efforts as a part of his policy.     

Meanwhile, outside of Companys’ cell, sports and physical culture in Catalonia were 

flourishing, with 400 new sports clubs emerging during 1931-19364. These were not elite sporting 

organizations but rather placed their emphasis on “popular” sport that was accessible to all. 

Popular sport and physical culture were the meeting point for the diverse classes and social 

groups that made up the ERC’s left republican Catalanist coalition. Through shared pools, 

pitches, gyms, roads and rings they forged a shared identity. Cañardo and the heroes of the 

pitches and tracks across Catalonia, as well as the factory workers, clerks and shopkeepers who 

made up the local sports clubs which grew during this period, gave a physical body to a growing 

nation. Through sport, Catalonia and Catalans became healthier, stronger and more united. 

Moreover, through sport, Catalan nationalism could expand its influence beyond a narrow elite 

and make progress in the nationalization of the masses.  

To paraphrase Rogers Brubaker on ethnicity,5 identity is not a thing in the world but a 

perspective on the world. It is the creation of this perspective that I shall seek to elucidate here. 

                                                        
4 Pujadas i Martí, Xavier. Història Il·lustrada de L’esport a Catalunya. Barcelona: Columna  ;Diputació de 
Barcelona, 1994. This figure compares to 207 clubs in the 7 years previously.  

5 R Brubaker, Nationalist politics and everyday ethnicity in a Transylvanian town. (Princeton Univ Pr, 
2006.)pp 169 
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Elites across Europe engaged in the process of “nationalizing” the masses. In Catalonia, a 

national identity that rested only in elite culture was spread to the working and middle classes 

over the Second Republic. This was not merely a case of imposing identity, but rather of 

negotiating through various sites of interaction and discussion.  The use of sport and physical 

culture to serve the end of nationalizing the masses, negotiating identity, and creating a cross 

class shared nationalism was by no means unique to Catalonia, nor the Second Republic, but it 

does present an excellent case study. In the years between Primo de Rivera’s military dictatorship 

(1923-1930) and Spain’s descent into a civil war in 1936, the national ambitions of the Catalans 

were founded on and exhibited in the sporting world as much as the political one. This 

investigation aims not just to speak to the discourse on Catalan or sports history but to contribute 

more widely to the fields of nationalism and identity politics and to illustrate the mobilizing 

power of physical culture in creating, displaying and studying identities.  

In this work I shall argue that sport played a vital role in the forging of a popular Catalan 

identity, through the popular press, popular associative spaces such as athenaeums, unions and 

social clubs and physical culture-based youth organizations. In addition to an analysis of the 

broad scope of sport and physical culture, this dissertation will focus on several case studies 

including the Volta a Catalunya (a cycling tour of Catalonia), the Sokol movement (a physical 

education movement born in the Czech independence struggle and imported into Catalonia) and 

the 1936 Popular Olympic games.  Although some events and organizations (most notably the 

Volta a Catalunya) fall outside the realm of popular sport, their function in popular identity, 

national narrative and cross class appeal more than merits their inclusion here.  I hope to illustrate 

that sport offered a terrain for the expression of identities and the spreading of a national identity 

to groups who were previously excluded from the national discourse.  

It was also through sport that these same groups could contest national identity and help 

form it to fit with their other goals and identities. This cross class construction of a democratic 
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nation under the ERC gave rise for the first time to a truly popular Catalanism. The creation and 

contestation of identity “from below” was a key element of the ERC’s program and of the Catalan 

identity that it promoted. This identity was not simply created by elites and disseminated to the 

masses but rather co created from above and below. Sport and physical culture therefore provided 

an important terrain for spreading, creating and contesting this cross class national identity.  

Historical Context of the Second Republic 

This study will be focused on the peacetime period of Spain’s democratic Second 

Republic (1931-1936).6 Too often this period is studied from the perspective of the conflict that 

happened after.7 To look at the period merely as an antecedent of the Civil War is to ignore its 

merits as a subject of study in and of itself. It was during this period that a popular Catalan 

identity was forged as part of an optimistic vision of a democratic Catalonia in a democratic 

Spain. We cannot hope to understand the Civil War’s causes or conduct unless we understand the 

Second Republic, and we cannot understand the Second Republic if we see it merely as an 

inevitable plunge into violent conflict. Rather, we must look at this period as people did at the 

time: that is, as a fraught but promising moment when significant change and redefinition of what 

it meant to be Spanish or Catalan was possible. 

                                                        
6 Proclaimed in April 1931, the Second Republic lasted until its government went into exile in April 1939; 
my study will focus on the period before the Spanish Civil War, which began with the military rising in 
July 1936 

7 Notable examples include G. Brenan, The Spanish labyrinth: an account of the social and political 
background of the Civil War (Cambridge Univ Pr, 1990). 

H. Thomas, The Spanish Civil War (Random House, Inc., 2001). 

G. Jackson, History E-Book Project, and American Council of Learned Societies, The Spanish Republic 
and the Civil War, 1931-1939 (Princeton University Press Princeton, NJ, 1965). 

P. Preston, The coming of the Spanish Civil War: reform, reaction, and revolution in the Second Republic 
(Psychology Press, 1994). 
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Works such as Linz and Stepan’s comparative political study and Ben-Ami’s analysis of 

the Second Republic8 somewhat rectified the exceptionalism which had characterized Spanish 

history and integrated Spain into a more European discourse. In doing so, not only did these 

authors allow for later works focusing more closely on the nature of the republican left,9 the 

committed republican right10 and the anarchist and anarchosyndicalist left,11 but also permitted us 

to envision the nationalism that arose during this period as part of a European liberal tendency. 

Previously Spain’s “weak” nationalism had been characterised as something apart in an 

exceptional and somehow different political environment.  This inclusion allows for more 

application of general theoretical writing on nationalism based on other polities. Once we 

integrate Spain into the European model, we can apply European theories to Iberian realities.12 

                                                        
8 J.J. Linz and A.C. Stepan, The breakdown of democratic regimes (Johns Hopkins Univ Pr, 1978). 

S. Ben-Ami, The origins of the Second Republic in Spain (Oxford University Press, 1978). 

9 Tardío, Manuel Álvarez, and Fernando del Rey Reguillo, eds. The Spanish Second Republic Revisited: 
From Democratic Hopes to Civil War. Brighton; Portland; Toronto: Sussex Academic Press, 2013. 

10 Townson, Nigel. The Crisis of Democracy in Spain: Centrist Politics Under the Second Republic, 1931-
1936. Sussex Academic Press, 2000. 

11 M. Bookchin, The Spanish anarchists: the heroic years, 1868-1936 (AK Pr Distribution, 1998). 

J. Brademas, Revolution and Social Revolution: A Contribution to the History of the Anarcho-
syndicalist Movement in Spain, 1930-1937 (None (Oxford Eng), 1953). 

J. Casanova, De la calle al frente (Planeta-De Agostini, 2006). 

J. Casanova, “La cara oscura del anarquismo,” S. Juliá, Violencia política en la España del siglo XX, 
Madrid, Taurus (2000). 

 L. Estudillo and J. Antonio, “El anarquismo español decimonónico,” Ayer, no. 45 (2002): 73. 

J.R. Mintz, Los anarquistas de Casas Viejas, vol. 7 (Diputación Provincial de Granada, 1999). 

J. Peirats, Anarchists in the Spanish revolution (Freedom Pr, 1990). J. Peirats, J. P. Valls, and C. 
Ealham, The CNT in the Spanish revolution (Meltzer Press, 2001). 

S. Tavera, La historia del anarquismo español: una encrucijada interpretativa nueva (Ayer, 2002). 

12 Álvarez-Junco, José. Spanish Identity in the Age of Nations. Manchester University Press Manchester, 
England, 2011.  
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The Republic came about following the fall of the military dictatorship of General Primo 

De Rivera, when that regime lost the support of both the military and the monarchy. Following 

several failed attempts to restore authoritarian rule, and after the results of a municipal election on 

the 12th of April 1931, King Alfonso XIII fled the country. Two days later republican tricolour 

flags emerged on town halls across Spain as a republic was declared. In Barcelona, a Catalan 

republic was declared within a Spanish federal republic. This was an unprecedented era of 

change. The left republican domination in both national and local elections had placed the power 

in the hands of those parties that claimed to be advocates for the people. The constitution they 

produced was liberal in its conception of the rights of citizens and opposed to the influence of the 

church, to the point of being almost discriminatory against Catholics. This constitution and the 

desire for change that brought it into being would set the direction for the Second Republic. New 

identities were created as the authority of Madrid was called into question. These new identities 

allowed both classes and nations to express themselves in politics and meant that politicians had 

to find new ways of communicating.  

The Second Republic problematized much of what had been integral to Spanishness in 

previous eras. Notably, the Catholic Church had served to define a version of the Spanish nation. 

It was this church that provided “not so much a religion as a culture” 13 which motivated the 

Spanish right, and it was this church that was treated most harshly in the Republic’s constitution. 

Many theorists have argued that a national culture is important in the nationalization of the 

masses and the secular republicans attempted to promulgate a national culture and identity that 

existed in republican circles outside of the church.14 In replacing this identity at the core of the 

                                                        
13 Álvarez-Junco, José. Spanish Identity in the Age of Nations. Manchester University Press Manchester, 
England, 2011.  

14 Holguin, Sandie. Creating Spaniards: Culture and National Identity in Republican Spain. 1 edition. 
Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2002. 
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nation, other cultural symbols, identities and meeting places for the nation were needed. In this 

space where identity was being renegotiated, sports and physical culture provided an excellent 

tool for the creation of a new national identity, replete with associated symbols, shared 

experiences and meeting places, including the cliché of being modern and progressive.  

During this era, these “two Spains” fought over what it meant to be Spanish: progressive 

republican identity battled with a conservative Catholic concept.  Spain was emerging from Primo 

de Rivera’s conservative dictatorship, which had enforced a rightist and militaristic Spanish 

nationalism across the state. Following its demise and the declaration of Spain’s Second 

Republic, many elements of the dictatorship, including its vision of a unified and Catholic Spain, 

would go on to make up the ideology of the right of the political spectrum. Having enjoyed 

hegemony under a less democratic system, these parties were always only partially committed to 

democracy at best. This position is referred to as “accidentalist”, in that republican governance 

was seen as an accidental framework, not an end in itself, for these parties.  Meanwhile, the 

equally fractious (and often equally accidentalist) left was split between the moderate republicans 

and revolutionary communists, socialists and anarchists who held sway with the working classes 

of Barcelona and in rural areas to the South. Within the fractious framework of the Second 

Republic, the ERC’s success in building strong cross class coalitions around a democratic and 

republican Catalan nationalism was a notable achievement.  

The Special Case of Catalonia. 

Catalonia offers the historian of both sport and of national identity a special and 

interesting case.  Catalan nationalism had existed for decades without a state and thus had fewer 

methods of creating and sustaining identity available to it. In contrast to states that were trying to 

create nations, the Catalan elites were a political and economic group attempting to phrase their 

concerns in national terms. The agents of the nation were an elite who had emerged through 
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Catalonia’s “precocious capitalism”15 to constitute an identity group that formed around ideas of 

nationhood that were expressed first through culture and later through politics. The Catalan 

government and state institutions waxed and waned over the 20th century. Sovereignty in areas 

such as education and policing was not consistent or guaranteed. This meant that civil society 

took on much of the burden of nation building and identity creation.  The area of physical culture 

remained outside of the explicit control of the various regimes that took office in Madrid, and 

allowed for consistent policy supporting Catalan national identity on the part of Catalan civil 

society. When politics allowed, the Generalitat (the Catalan regional government) could add to 

these efforts and a constant discourse of identity was sustained.  

Catalan national identity changed in its encounter with democratic politics and the masses 

after 1931 and became a more all-embracing identity in the hands of the ERC. The ERC’s 

democratic and republican politics combined with the elite proponents of Catalan identity to 

create the hegemonic narrative of Catalanism during the Second Republic. This was essentially a 

cross class and popular nationalism that emerged in the democratic era of the Second Republic, 

and sport was one of the tools used to spread this identity from the political and economic elites 

of the ERC to the masses of Catalonia, and in doing so to create a sense of “Catalanness”.  

This Catalanness was a national, and not regional identity for the ERC.  The latter is a 

geographical appellation that may or may not be rooted in identity. Where regions often have 

distinct customs and culture they do not seek the autonomy that nations do.16 Regional cultures 

across Spain contributed to the building of the Spanish nation but they did not offer an alternative 

                                                        
15 Ringrose, D. R. Spain, Europe, and the “Spanish Miracle”, 1700-1900. Cambridge Univ Pr, 1998. 

 

16 Storm, Eric. “Regionalism in History, 1890-1945: The Cultural Approach.” European History Quarterly 
33, no. 2 (April 1, 2003): 251–65. doi:10.1177/02656914030332005. 
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way of seeing the world. Nations are a less tangible quantity and they occupy the space of identity 

as much as geography. Given this, nations must be defined through nationalism in order to be 

identified. A nation and nationalism are not one and the same; in its most basic sense a nation is a 

community, whereas nationalism is the political impulse arising from that community and 

demanding some degree of independence. While nationalism requires a nation, a nation does not 

always create nationalism. As defined in this dissertation, a nation is the idea of shared 

community, heritage and identity which links people who are divided by both time and space and 

binds them together in a common future. A nation is a social construct and not one determined by 

geography, economy or biology. Provided that a group can conceive of shared heritage and a 

shared future they can overcome and reimagine impediments to shared nationhood. Nationhood is 

a social construct and is distinct from the political notion of citizenship.  Nationalism is the idea 

that this nation should be functionally autonomous in certain spheres, particularly those of 

education and culture. These areas vary depending on the nationalism in question, and may or 

may not include territorial sovereignty. Nationalism strives to promote this autonomy but is not 

necessarily incompatible with membership in a state that is not congruent with the nation. That is, 

a struggle for the “nation state” is not the sine qua non of nationalism. So long as the nation 

obtains certain freedoms, notably in the areas of language, instruction and culture, the nationalist 

impulse can be fulfilled, and the nation sustained without statehood. Most Catalan nationalisms 

and nationalists in the 1930s pursued this latter version of nation building within the Spanish 

state.   

These circumstances allow us to examine the methods of creating and sustaining national 

identity outside of those used by a hegemonic state. Culture sustains nations from below and 

culture allows for nations to be constructed in the identity of the people; it is this cultural policy, 

which emerged from Catalonia’s special circumstances, that shall be investigated here. And it is 

in the ERC’s effort to make the Catalan nation not just an identity but an identity which 
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motivated citizens into action, not just to create identity but to politicize it, that we see sports and 

physical culture used. 

Sport was already strongly tied to Catalan identity. Catalans saw themselves as a “Poble 

esportiu” (sporting people) and asserted a pride in this identity, both to each other and to their 

neighbours. Physical culture built an identity around Catalan physical strength, fraternity and a 

shared vision of the nation’s future. This unity allowed Catalan elites to quickly form a 

nationalizing agenda and a sense of community at the beginning of the Second Republic, as the 

pitches and pools across the country united people more rapidly than the press and political 

discourse could, especially in an era before universal literacy. I argue that through sports and 

physical culture, people across Catalonia, and especially in its industrial areas, became surer of 

their Catalan identity in 1936 than they were in 1930. Furthermore, this culture could draw in 

groups of different ages and genders, and it existed not only in conflict with other nations but also 

in coordination with them. The Catalan identity as a sporting nation did not rely on conflict or 

conquest but rather on a sense of cooperation for a goal that benefitted all citizens, and the 

benefits of which could be shared with other nations in order to better the world in which this new 

democratic Catalan nation existed.  

Catalan identity was formed by the specific resources and challenges that placed 

Catalonia at the economic, cultural and political forefront of Spain. First and foremost was 

Catalonia’s level of economic development. The Catalan economy was more productive, modern 

and industrialized than the rest of Spain, leading its elites to perceive a different set of interests 

and live different lives than those in other areas. Catalan elites were as connected to Europe as to 

Madrid, and they often looked to London and Paris for cultural and economic examples. Among 

the consequences of this economic development were a large migration of workers from Southern 

Spain to Barcelona and a similarly large migration of ideas from Northern Europe. The workers 

who came to Catalonia’s capital had little in the way of attachment to, or investment in, the idea 
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of the Catalan nation. Moreover, these workers were far from disorganized and their working 

class organizations fought fiercely for their rights in the workplace and the city, and furthermore, 

they did so in direct opposition to the ideas of nationalization of the masses put forth by the ERC. 

Thus, Catalan elites were faced with the challenge of integrating these migrants, most of whom 

did not speak Catalan, into a Catalan nation.  

The Catalan nationalist project was also shaped by its uneven and inconsistent 

relationship with the Spanish state and nationalism. Some historians have posited a sense of 

national frailty and a weak military as an impediment to the nationalization of a Spanish identity 

in the Restoration regime that preceded the Republic.17 It was in this period that Catalan elites 

began to see themselves as their own national group. During the repressive dictatorship of Primo 

de Rivera (1923-1930), Catalan identity existed in direct opposition to the program for a 

chauvinistic Spanishness asserted in Madrid. However, the Madrid government during the First 

Biennium of the Second Republic (1931-1933) was more tolerant of a significant degree of 

autonomy for Catalonia. Catalan nationalists, for the most part, were willing to accept the ability 

to determine their own culture as sufficient autonomy, so long as this was paired with a 

government in Madrid that was ideologically aligned with that in Barcelona. In practice, this 

meant that Catalan nationalists desired autonomy in domestic policy but were willing to form part 

of a federal or decentralized Spain. This argument was not acceptable, however, during periods 

such as the so-called bienio negro (1933-1935, the second biennium of the republic), where the 

conservative government in Madrid was ideologically opposed to the centre left ERC, and indeed, 

to the notion of Catalan autonomy. With the Popular Front government of February to July 1936, 

the relationship shifted again to more friendly relations between Madrid and the ERC. As such, 

                                                        
17 Álvarez-Junco, José. Spanish Identity in the Age of Nations. Manchester University Press Manchester, 
England, 2011.  
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the different eras of the Second Republic saw different opportunities for sport to assert opposition 

to Madrid or to indicate inclusion in a Catalan nation.  

Catalonia is by no means unique in being a small nation within a larger state. What does 

give Catalonia a somewhat unusual status is its position at the forefront of Spain’s economy and 

its largely migrant working class. Both of these factors, along with its vibrant nationalist politics, 

make Catalonia, and particularly its hosting of international events, a perfect case study for the 

use of sport and physical culture in creating identity. Through taking a vanguard role in the 

cultural sphere, Catalan nationalism had inserted itself into an international narrative without the 

mediation of Madrid. The barriers to entry through culture are much lower than those to political 

independence, and thus hosting events and building sports organizations which have a modern, 

cross class and international appeal, were perfectly suited to the Catalan situation. By defining the 

nation through culture, the ERC could pursue a national project without the need for a nation 

state. 

Thorough investigations of government policy and civil society mobilization in my early 

chapters, I shall investigate how the ERC manufactured consent for its national project during the 

Second Republic, when the ERC had both governmental and civil society means at its disposal. 

My work shows how nationalism gains political momentum in an era of mass democracy. As the 

nation grew from an elite to a democratic construct, physical culture and sport served the key 

purpose of obtaining consent from the governed for the methods of governance and the direction 

of the nation. It also takes the idea of the Catalan nation, which was once an elite concept 

anchored in high culture, and illustrates the way it became a mass concept anchored in a cross 

class culture.  

What is Catalanism? 

Catalanism has always been a slightly vague concept, defined neither by physical 

characteristics nor lineage, but rather by a set of national values based upon a combination of 
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ancient freedoms, language and an economic and cultural leadership of the peninsula.  Catalan 

identity emerged from history as a concept of “calculated vagueness”18 an identity that has been 

malleable and adapted across centuries and classes. Throughout this vagueness, a thread of desire 

for cultural self-determination is visible. This thread has united an economic protectionist 

bourgeois nationalism with its culture in the opera halls and the art galleries, with a working class 

nationalism that cares not for the economic policy of the Catalan industrial elite but for the social 

policy of the industrial slums. Catalanism included language but was not exclusively linguistic; it 

drew on a glorious past and a shared future of special rights which could be realized inside Spain 

or as a nation state. This identity took on various political impulses. These nationalisms emerged 

as the nation’s ability to express itself was hindered. The key element of Catalanism was cultural 

self-determination, be this linguistic, physical or symbolic: it was the ability to define and 

determine cultural outcomes that was the sine qua non of the ERC’s Catalanism in the Second 

Republic. In practice, this meant the ERC would require the ability to direct education and 

domestic policy without reference to Madrid. These political tools were vital not only in 

maintaining domestic harmony, but in creating a single national culture and identity.  

The question of when Catalan identity shifted from regionalism to nationalism is still 

debated. Lluis Duran and other theorists who underpinned the political thought of the first 

Catalanist political party, the Lliga regionalista19 (founded in 1901), agitated for a federal 

Spanish state based upon a loose central government in Madrid and enough autonomy for Catalan 

cultural self-determination. While many at the time and later would argue that the Lliga’s position 

fell short of nationalism, it is my opinion that the cultural identity of regionalism was the 

                                                        
18 Ucelay-Da Cal, Enric. “History, Historiography and the Ambiguities of Catalan Nationalism.” Studies on 
National Movements; Vol 1 (2013) (April 30, 2013).  

19 The first full chapter of this work contains a more in depth analysis of the Catalan political landscape and 
parties as well as the history of the nation before 1931.  
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forerunner to a more fully-fledged nationalism under the ERC.20 The demands of the Lliga went 

beyond culture and tradition and into the right to legislate and autonomously determine popular 

policy. While nations may concede certain powers to a federal government, if they retain 

sovereignty in linguistic, cultural and educational policy, this can be sufficient for the realization 

of national identity and the perpetuation of the nation as a community. Indeed, in the Catalan 

case, the Lliga wished to use this cultural sovereignty to offer a model for the rest of Spain to 

emulate; i.e. this was a new kind of “imperialism” based on a superior culture, not on force.21 

Given the above debate, I shall argue throughout this work that the identity in question is 

nationalist and not regionalist in its character.  

From this perspective, Catalan nationalism emerged as an elite pressure group in the late 

nineteenth century and served the interests of the few who controlled the politics and economics 

of Catalonia, not the many who toiled in its fields and factories. It was the culture of these elites 

that first informed the expressions of a regional Catalan identity in the Jocs florals and associated 

events in the mid nineteenth century. During the Renaixença ("rebirth" or "renaissance"), 

beginning in the 1830s and ending in the 1880s, Catalonia clearly underwent a period of high 

cultural elevation; however this high culture was disseminated from above, not demanded from 

                                                        
20 Duran i Ventosa, Lluís. Regionalisme I Federalisme. Editorial Catalana, 1922. 

Payne, Stanley G. “Nationalism, Regionalism and Micronationalism in Spain.” Journal of Contemporary 
History 26, no. 3 (1991): 479–91. 

Storm, Eric. “Regionalism in History, 1890-1945: The Cultural Approach.” European History Quarterly 
33, no. 2 (April 1, 2003): 251–65. doi:10.1177/02656914030332005. 

21 Ucelay Da Cal and others note the emergence of a pre republican “Catalan imperialism” in which 
Catalan nationalism is seen as a new kind of Spanish identity rather than something restricted to Catalonia.  
This would be part of a more loosely affiliated Spain led by Catalonia. As Prat de la Riba argued “The 
composite state which promotes variety. . . will have all the advantages small states have, with the force 
and advantages of a large one.” Da Cal, Enric Ucelay. El Imperialismo Catalán: Prat de La Riba, Cambó, 
D’Ors Y La Conquista Moral de España. Edhasa, 2003. 
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below.  At a time when Catalonia was industrializing, the elite looked back to the region’s 

pastoral past.  

By 1931, the ERC had developed a new idea of the Catalan nation, as modern, with a 

cross class, not exclusively elite, collective identity. As the Republic brought more people into 

politics, it became clear to a new generation of Catalanist elites that in order to sustain themselves 

in a position of legitimate authority, a party would need to appeal to the working classes and 

wrestle their loyalty away from the organizations of the revolutionary left. The ERC emerged 

from the politics of the bourgeois, socially progressive, republican left and relied on Catalan 

identity, left republican social policy and individual rights to hold its alliance together. The 

innovation of the ERC’s Catalan nationalism was to unite the bourgeois and moderate left with 

the small landowners and skilled labourers. It brought these groups together using basic 

agreement on the redistribution of wealth, active social policy and individual rights.  The classes 

which made up these various political factions often had differing socio economic interests and 

thus they rarely shared social spaces. In order to obtain the consent required to govern, the ERC 

needed to bridge the divides that existed between such groups, downplay conflicts and facilitate 

the imagining of a common identity. In contrast, anarchist and anarcho syndicalist organizations 

provided the physical necessities of day-to-day life in the working class neighbourhoods where 

the state only entered as the police force. This image of the “Republic of order”, in which the 

state was a purely repressive force, was one that the ERC would battle with when reaching into 

working class constituencies. Such entrenched divisions could not be bridged entirely with the 

means of traditional politics. It was through physical performance of unity and the mutual 

understanding that this brought, not political rhetoric, that the ERC aimed to ensure the support 

and loyalty of the popular classes of Catalonia. 

Reaching the popular classes was made more challenging by the large number of 

immigrants among them, many of whom did not speak Catalan. There were two distinct types of 
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immigration in the first decades of the twentieth century; that of rural Catalans from the periphery 

to the metropolis and that of Spaniards from elsewhere to Catalonia. This mass immigration 

created tension, encouraged by the Catalan nationalist right's mobilization of an othering 

discourse. Certain conceptions of Catalan identity labelled the immigrants as Murcianos and 

differentiated them from the Catalan peasants and middle classes on an ethno-linguistic basis. The 

role of language in a national identity is also of importance, especially in the Catalan sphere 

where many migrant members of the working class lacked the ability to speak Catalan. Balibar 

sees language and its interplay with education as a key element of national identity. Language 

communities combine a fictive ethnicity with their language identity in the idea of a “mother 

tongue”, which helps to make language communities into national ones.22  While language has 

become a cornerstone of Catalan identity today, it is a problematic tool when attempting to 

integrate migrants and cannot be the only basis of identity in this context. Sport and physical 

culture offered a way to bring people in to a group without a shared language. Sport is easier to 

pick up than language, and once the classes had been united in the sporting sphere the gradual 

process of change in identity and education in language could begin. As Woolard23 and others 

have pointed out, the traditional language ideology that pits monolingual speakers of languages 

against each other bears little relation to the lived experience of people in Catalonia. Instead, we 

must look at a less dichotomised model that allows for flexible language ideologies and identities. 

Recently arrived migrant workers were happy to speak a Catalan-Spanish pidgin, more concerned 

with subsistence than linguistic identity. In the world that they inhabited, the language of 

                                                        
22 Balibar, Etienne, and Immanuel Maurice Wallerstein. Race, Nation, Class: Ambiguous Identities. Verso, 
1991.  

23 Woolard, Kathryn A., and Susan E. Frekko. “Catalan in the Twenty-first Century: Romantic Publics and 
Cosmopolitan Communities.” International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism 16, no. 2 
(2013): 129–137. 
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everyday communication was not that of the Catalan renaissance poets who made up a 

cornerstone of bourgeois national identity.   

The value of my proposed work lies in investigating the ways, means and institutions of 

spreading the Catalan identity into the classes who would necessarily form the bulk of a Catalan 

nation, even before they were able to speak the “national” language. As the Catalan national base 

grew in order to meet the demands of democratic politics, so the concept of Catalanism 

necessarily became increasingly diverse. It began to incorporate many different forms of culture 

and diverse origins, even for those who had yet to learn the language. In the search for new 

cultural means of creating a stronger national identity with stronger citizens, I will argue that one 

terrain where all these groups could meet was on the sports field.  

Sport, Physical Culture and Identity  

The very structure of modern sport is designed with nationalism in mind; the Olympics 

are a competition between teams nominated by national Olympic committees with one nation 

“winning” the games by coming out on top of the medal table.24 Although technically cities host 

the games, nations certainly bid for them.25 Football matches see flags appear in middle class 

neighbourhoods where such expressions of identity are normally scorned, and chants that would 

normally appear offensive26 are somehow acceptable in a champions’ league game.  Sport and 

nationalism seem to be natural bedfellows; they emerged alongside each other as society 

modernized27 and grew up supporting each other. Both are important in creating identities in the 

                                                        
24 C. R. Hill, Olympic politics. (Manchester Univ Pr, 1996).   

25 D. B. Kanin, A political history of the Olympic Games. (Westview Pr, 1981).   

26 The famous chant “two world wars and one world cup” surfaces whenever England play Germany but 
has been banned as a slogan on T-shirts due to its jingoistic nature.  

27 Elias and Dunning see sport as part of the “civilizing process”, they look at ways in which sport has been 
used to constitute modernity and in which modern perspectives have informed sport. Pastimes that were 
previously uncontrolled “play” have been rationalized and “sportified” in an attempt to create the 
competition combined with restraint that is required in the democratic, capitalist system. Elias suggests that 
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confused modern world where cities have ballooned and family and village groups are no longer 

the only relevant identities. While sports identities are normally grafted onto existing 

communities, it is the nation that emerged in modernity as a new and salient motivating identity.  

Theories have long linked modernity and the nation but tend to attribute this connection to factors 

such as the press.28 It is my contention that sport can serve a similar function, especially where a 

nation is being fused with a language that is not shared by all its inhabitants. On the terraces and 

pitches of a nation, physical culture gives a real and tangible image to the imagined unity on 

which nations rely. These sports took on a national narrative, with clubs asserting a national 

image and teaching a national identity to their members. The reciprocal relationship between 

national sports and the national press is also important. Historically, it has been the press itself 

that funded many sports in order to increase the national appeal of sports media (as was the case 

with the Tour de France). Catalonia provides just such an example. Here sport facilitates the 

imagining of communities. As the Volta passes from one city to the next, links are forged. People 

across the nation shared a support for their heroes and a sense of participation in the same 

sporting events with the same national end.  

                                                                                                                                                                     

sport channels our natural capacity for conflict and for play but “without its dangers or excesses”. The 
modernization of play allows it to become a more legitimate channel of expression, it is attributed a value 
and visibility fitting its new rational and restrained status and this value can be expropriated for dissent. N. 
Elias, Introduction in N. Elias and E. Dunning, Quest for excitement: sport and leisure in the civilizing 
process (Blackwell, 1986).             

28 It is in the press that Anderson sees nations emerging as “imagined communities” the members of which 
will never meet yet feel a sense of unity across time and space. Anderson sees national communities as the 
modern alternative to extended communities based in religion. Anderson argues that the nation stepped into 
a space created by the demise of divine right monarchies, the downfall of the hegemonic grip of one 
language on ontological truth and the advent of vernacular print capitalism as agents in the spreading of 
national identity and the downfall of previous perspectives. Anderson defines nations as “horizontal-
secular, transverse-time communities”. In this theory it is through print capitalism that nations were drawn 
together as those on the periphery could feel connected to the centre via rapidly transported newspapers. 
These newspapers created a national conversation and help to constitute a perspective on the world in 
which the nation seems natural. Anderson’s theory influences my own work; I shall argue that through 
physical culture, unity could be perceived amongst people in much the same way. B.R.O.G. Anderson, 
Imagined communities: Reflections on the origin and spread of nationalism (Verso Books, 2006). 
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Sport is further divided into popular and elite forms, each of which can be mobilized in 

different ways for nationalism. This dissertation focuses on popular sport. In popular sports, the 

focus is on the participant and their experience rather than their achievement. Popular sport 

welcomes all regardless of abilities. It is in the participation, in the better health for the individual 

and the nation and the increased sense of national and local community that popular sports 

achieve their goal. This was sport for all and for the benefit of all. While there were often contests 

from which a victor emerged, there is no real “loser” according to the popular sports narrative. 

The inclusive nature of popular sports made it ideal terrain for nationalizing broader sections of 

the population.  

Like sport, physical culture can also be mobilized for identity. The former is focused on 

competition, be this friendly and collegial, or as serious as “war without the shooting.”29 Sports 

involve a given set of rules, a finite period of competition, a method of keeping score and, at the 

end of play, a winner and a loser. They are “physical contests with a mental aspect.”30 Physical 

culture is not based on competition but on the health of the participants. It aims to use exercise to 

create a balanced and healthy individual within a group of other individuals who share the same 

goals. Both sports and physical culture could serve the purposes of the nation; they brought 

people together, improved public health and created a sense of belonging. Sports tended to have a 

broader appeal outside of government projects and institutions and were the basis of much of the 

infrastructure that predated the Second Republic. However, physical culture offered significant 

benefits to the ERC’s project; it brought citizens together rather than dividing them, it allowed for 

practice with a large or small number of attendees and often with very little in the way of 

                                                        
29 Orwell, G. “The Sporting Spirit.” The Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters of George Orwell 4 
(1968): 1945–50. 

30 Edelman, Robert. “Sport in the Modern World.” UCSD, September 24, 2015. 
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infrastructure. The concepts are distinct but their role in the nation-building project was the same: 

to create healthier, happier and more Catalanist citizens.  

Theorists have long debated whether sport is a tool of control or dissent. Bourdieu31 

argues that sports and manipulation of the body can be part of a regime’s control and 

manipulation of the people. Physical activity can be a way of “somatising” control. Citing a 

popular tradition, Bourdieu claims that “to make someone dance is to possess them.”32 Gruneau33 

tells us that the bourgeoisie used sport to attempt to give a "moral and economic utility"34 to what 

had previously been folk games. In this conception, sport is a creation of the industrial modern 

economic system, and is reduced to a means of enforcing a narrative of productivity and of 

constraining opposition.  

However, as much as they represent a method of control, sports also offer an opportunity 

for opposition and the contestation of identities. We can employ Gramsci’s model to argue that a 

system establishes power by a combination of coercion and consent.35 The issue of hegemony is 

complicated by the multiplicity of “states” in this context, but we must take into account the 

possibility of using physical culture to create meaning and identity by those who participated in 

the events as well as those who planned, directed and funded them. Power relations in this period 

are, as always, multi-dimensional, and were expressed in many different forms, but sports and 

physical culture are an important perspective from which to understand power and its 

                                                        
31 Bourdieu, P. “Program for a Sociology of Sport.” Sociology of Sport Journal (SSJ) 5, no. 2 (1988): 153-
161.   

32 Ibid, 161. 

33 Gruneau, R. “The critique of sport in modernity: Theorising power, culture, and the politics of the body.” 
The sports process: A comparative and developmental approach (1996): 85.   

34 Ibid, 81. 

35 Gramsci, A., Q. Hoare, and G. Nowell-Smith. Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci. 
Lawrence & Wishart, 1971. 
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contestation. In contrast to the asymmetrical model of hegemony, Hall presents an important and 

valid model through which we can understand that messages are not just sent, but received, and 

that sports and culture are a terrain for contesting meaning rather than merely a method for 

enforcing it.36 Sports and physical culture are very much part of the “production of meaning”. Far 

from merely serving as methods of bourgeois control, sports and physical culture provided a 

place for classes to meet and negotiate their different and shared identities. Through sports, 

classes came together and the working classes were able to express a desire for change and to 

constitute the nation that was being formed around them.  

This understanding of culture as a means of negotiation of identity can also be found in 

James Scott’s Weapons of the Weak 37 and Geertz’ concept of “deep play.”38  When analysing 

sports, one cannot fully understand what is at stake unless one perceives the weight carried by the 

events in question and the identity that is invested in sports. Geertz borrows his concept of deep 

play from Bentham, stating that in certain “deep” games “the stakes are so high that it is, from his 

utilitarian standpoint, irrational for man to engage in it at all,”39 and that "what makes Balinese 

cockfighting deep is not the money itself, but… the migration of the Balinese status hierarchy 

into the body of the cockfight.”40 Scott’s analysis of the “hidden transcripts of resistance” 

likewise draws heavily on anthropological techniques. Where Scott looks for resistance, we can 

also look for a negotiation of identity. Scott points out that organized forms of opposition are 

unlikely to exist since in the settings he is studying, "such activity was dangerous if not 

                                                        
36 Hall, Stuart. “Encoding, Decoding 1.” Social Theory: Power and Identity in the Global Era 2 (2010): 
569–99. 

37 Scott, J. C. Weapons of the weak: Everyday forms of peasant resistance. Yale Univ Pr, 1987.   

38 C. Geertz, The interpretation of cultures: Selected essays (Basic Books, 2003).   

39 Ibid, 71 

40 Ibid, 73. 
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suicidal."41 This does not mean that resistance did not exist, but merely that we are looking for it 

in the wrong place.  Although Scott’s work focuses on a different era, the concept of peasants 

living in a feudal society is not that far removed from the working classes living under a regime 

that often exerted physical domination. Scott suggests that informal networks and implicit 

understandings allow an expression of identity that is not recognized as such by those being 

dissented against. In this light, we can see sport as “a small way of saying no,”42 a way of 

expressing opinion without the same risks as the more “quixotic” forms which Scott refers to.  

This reading of the symbolic value of sport in negotiating identity allows us to create a more 

nuanced understanding of its function in creating and disseminating a Catalan identity.  

Theoretical writing on identity politics has also been crucial for conceptualizing sport and 

identity.43 Rather than predetermining categories of analysis based exclusively upon 

socioeconomic status, historians have embraced the more fluid concept of “identity”. This is not 

the politics of class or of party; the questions asked regard self perception as much as political 

alignment. It is in the streets, playing fields and workplaces, as much as at the ballot box or the 

bank, where the historian can learn how people see themselves. The concept of so-called 

subcultures44 has been a field of much activity in recent academic work concerning identity 

politics.  This study benefits my own work, as it allows us to read action undertaken on playing 

fields as indicative of identities, and those individual identities as part of a web of various 

overlapping identities that together compose each person’s relationship with the external world. 

                                                        
41 Scott, J. C. Weapons of the weak: Everyday forms of peasant resistance. Yale Univ Pr, 1987.   

42 R. Edelman, “A Small Way of Saying‘ No’: Moscow Working Men, Spartak Soccer, and the Communist 
Party, 1900-1945,” American Historical Review (2002): 1441–1474. 

43 Aronowitz, Stanley. The Politics of Identity: Class, Culture, Social Movements. Psychology Press, 1992. 

44 D. Hesmondhalgh, “Subcultures, scenes or tribes? None of the above,” Journal of youth studies 8, no. 1 
(2005): pp21-40.   
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As leisure time and availability of leisure activities increased, so have group identities become 

based on categories other than class or place.  

It is in this double articulation of political and national identity that the Catalan nation of 

the Second Republic thrived. Thus, it was at once democratic and Catalan; the two were entwined 

and allowed one to support a progressive government in Madrid and be a Catalan. At the same 

time, I argue that, in many cases, sports were not articulated entirely to either government and 

instead spoke horizontally to other citizens. The sense of belonging through participating was 

something that was spread across classes and social groups, not enforced from above. Sport 

allowed for Catalans to demonstrate and articulate a sense of national belonging without the need 

for an education in either the national language or a specific political ideology. Sport also allowed 

for the working classes of the nation to assert their ideas and goals for the nation. In a polity 

where interclass relations were often violent, and the working classes engaged in politics through 

barricades as much as ballots, there were significant divides to overcome. In the context of an 

unstable Second Republic and a rapidly changing nation, sport allowed this identity to assert itself 

consistently in Catalonia and to adapt to the regime’s shifting attitudes in Madrid.  

From these theoretical approaches, we arrive at a multiple vision of sport as a tool for 

domination, debate and contestation. Sport is a terrain for the expression of, as well as the 

formation and negotiation of, national identity. Using Gruneau’s synthetic position and the 

insights of the other theorists discussed above, one can reach a theoretical position that allows for 

the reading of sports as many layered historical texts.  It is not only outright dissent but also 

identity that can be expressed and negotiated in sport and physical culture. Catalan identity was 

not always explicitly opposed to Madrid and rarely was it the only identity in play. There was 

much support for a shared future, but it needed to be negotiated between classes and identity 

groups, and this was evident in the nations’ approach to each other on the field of play.  What 
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sport offered was a means of expression that was more acceptable to those in power and more 

accessible than politics or the press for the popular classes.  

Theoretical Framework- Nationalism 

Nationalism is one of the key identities that has emerged from the changes in the political 

landscape that occurred during the 20th century. Political nationalism has both empowered and 

constrained; it complicates socioeconomic models and confounds analysis that fails to take it into 

account. Nations are far from self-evident categories, and debates into how, why and for whom 

they are constructed have been an area of much activity in recent theoretical debate, as have their 

repercussions in the political sphere. Although theories of nations and nationalism are so plentiful 

that an exhaustive coverage of the subject is impossible, it is worth establishing some of the basic 

concepts.  

One of the basic debates revolves around whether nations are inherent or constructed 

identities. So called “Primordialists” argue that nations are inherent in our human condition and 

that they emerge from our conditions of evolution and a shared ancestral environment.45 Some 

theorists go on to cite ethnicity and relatedness as the basis for national identity. Primordialists, 

both in the sphere of ethnicity46 and of nationalism, see one’s ethnic nationality as a priori and 

irrefusible.  These primordialist theories, although not entirely absent from the academic or 

political discourse, do not inform my work. In contrast, I adopt the view that modern nations are 

socially constructed. As Balibar argues: “No nation possesses an ethnic base naturally, but as 

social formations are nationalized, the populations included within them, divided up among them 

or dominated by them are ethnicized – that is, represented in the past or in the future as if they 

formed a natural community, possessing of itself an identity of origins, culture and interests 

                                                        
45 Encyclopedia of Nationalism. San Diego, Calif. ; London: Academic Press, 2001. 

46 Shils, Edward. “Nation, Nationality, Nationalism and Civil Society.” Nations and Nationalism 1, no. 1 
(1995): 93–118. Geertz, C. The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays. Basic Books, 2003. 
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which transcends individuals and social conditions.”47  To put it more succinctly, as quoted 

above, “ethnicity is a perspective on the world, not a thing in the world.”48 Thus, the ethnicity on 

which these nations are constructed is no more or less constructed than any other identity, and it 

can also be more restrictive.  

Linked to the debate about the origins of nations is whether membership is confined to an 

ethnic identity or obtained through voluntary consent. The first theorist of this latter “civic” 

nationalism was Ernest Renan. The most succinct summary of his enduring contribution is the 

notion that nations are forged by a shared memory of the glorious past and by a common will and 

consent in the present; in short “a nation is a daily plebiscite.”49 This ascriptional, civic 

nationalism is a product of the modern state and rejects the prehistoric roots of the nation claimed 

by primordial nationalisms. It is this nation, that requires the consent of citizens, to which one can 

choose to belong. Among the forms of persuasion and of obtaining consent, I will argue that sport 

and physical culture have played an important role in disseminating and legitimizing Catalan 

national identity. In Second Republic Catalonia, sport was closely tied to a republican discourse, 

                                                        
47 Balibar, Etienne. “The Nation Form: History and Ideology.” Review (Fernand Braudel Center) (1990): 
329–361 

Hutchinson, John, and Anthony D. Smith. Oxford Readers: Ethnicity. Oxford, 1996. Offers a fantastic 
summary of the various constructivist stances on ethnicity. 

48 Rogers Brubaker argues that despite the rise of constructivist views with respect to nationalism the public 
discourse has failed to see the same constructedness in ethnicity. Ethnicity is often the backbone of 
primordialist nationalisms, a fixed quantity, and thus has not been subject to the same analysis as 
nationalism itself.  Brubaker argues that although ethnicity is entrenched in institutions it is something that 
“happens” and is performed in certain spheres and not in others. Where interactions between ethnicities 
occur they are not always “interethnic” only when those taking part in the interaction choose to make them 
interethnic do they become so.  Brubaker also highlights the importance of institutions, particularly schools 
that have the power to naturalise linguistic and ethnic differences and give them solidity by inhibiting 
social mixing and thus increase the perception of ethnicity.  Although far from alone in his deconstruction 
of ethnic apriorism and the various reasons that ethnic identity may be constructed and manipulated Rogers 
Brubaker is one example of how we can use the notion of “identity” to ascertain the value attributed to 
sports and physical culture. R Brubaker, Nationalist politics and everyday ethnicity in a Transylvanian 
town. (Princeton Univ Pr, 2006.) 

49 E. Renan, Qu’est-ce qu’une nation?, 1882. 
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with the language of "Esport i Ciutadania" (sport and citizenship) surfacing in the press in 1930 

as the Republic emerged, and forming a foundational part of republican identity.50  Throughout 

the early 1930s, the discourse on citizenship was combined with a pre-existing elite identity based 

on a notion of ancient Catalan rights and privileges, such as a representative assembly and legal 

equality. These ancient ideals were mapped onto modern citizenship discourse to create a 

nationalism and sense of history to which anyone could belong. 

Catalan nationalism in the 1930s was an ascriptional, civic form of nationalism built upon 

shared characteristics to which anyone could accede. This question of an “open” or “closed” 

nation is highly relevant to my research; Catalan nationalism veered towards the former and 

became more inclusive as the class base of Catalan politics and the geographical provenance of 

those living in the nation grew.  A nation that was re conceptualized as waves of immigrants 

arrived had to find a way to incorporate them if it wished to remain relevant in a rapidly 

democratizing political sphere.  Catalan nationalism had to incorporate ascriptional tendencies in 

order to combine a democratic republican ideology and its strong base in civil society, with a 

national identity that remained distinct from that in Madrid. This is not to say that Catalanists 

lacked a very strong sense of Catalan history. Rather, they also adapted Catalonia’s future to 

embrace republican politics and to tether the left republican present to a rights discourse and 

history of civil society that they posited as integral to the Catalan past. This broad and 

encompassing civic nationalism was a perfect partner for the left republican ideology of the ERC.  

Most theories emphasize the elite construction of this nationalist discourse, but I shall 

argue that sport allowed the nation to be co-constructed by all classes rather than merely passed 

down from above. Championing the intellectual/political approach to nationalism over that of 

                                                        
50 Abadia Naudí, Sixte. “Nadala 08: L’esport a Catalunya, de Fundació Lluís Carulla.” Aloma: Revista de 
Psicologia, Ciències de L’educació i de L’esport Blanquerna no. 23 (2008): 223–225. 
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political or economic modernization, Hroch51 sees national identity as passing through three 

stages: the initial idea comes from academia before being diffused through a few committed 

political activists (the second stage) and finally is embraced by the national community at large 

(in the third and final phase). Hroch studied small European nations and the differences in timing 

of national movements in nations that arrived at modernity together. This view sees influential 

minority groups, often in the cultural or intellectual elite, as having agency, with the majority 

merely accepting the nation as a fait acompli. Through the means of physical culture, the idea of 

Catalan identity could be forged in a physical dialogue, not delivered from above. This was not 

the mass calisthenics of Nazi Germany,52 which forced the people to physically and ideologically 

conform completely and without question or individual identity. Rather, this was a democratic 

physical culture that embraced individual freedom within certain group constraints, as did 

republican Catalan nationalism.   

Those who emphasize the elite construction of nationalism often view it as another form 

of “false consciousness” and a means of engendering obedience to a system that favours a few 

powerful elite actors.53 However, I adopt Nairn’s view of the empowering potential of 

                                                        
51 Hroch, M. “Nationalism and National Movements: Comparing the Past and the Present of Central and 
Eastern Europe.” Nations and Nationalism 2, no. 1 (1996): 35–44. 

52 For more on Sport in Nazi Germany see:  

 Dogliani, P. “Sport and Fascism.” Journal of Modern Italian Studies 5, no. 3 (2001): 326–343. 

Falasca-Zamponi, S. Fascist Spectacle: The Aesthetics of Power in Mussolini’s Italy. Univ of California Pr, 
1997. 

Gentile, E. “Fascism as Political Religion.” Journal of Contemporary History 25, no. 2 (1990): 229. 

Large, D. C. Nazi Games: The Olympics of 1936. WW Norton & Company, 2007. 

Paxton, R.O. The Anatomy of Fascism. Vintage, 2005. 

53 H. Seton-Watson, Nations and states (Methuen, 1977).   
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nationalism.54 It is my contention that the Catalan identity did not merely serve to disguise and 

promote the hegemony of bourgeois elites but rather motivated people of all classes to subscribe 

to a nation rooted in a shared conception of rights, duties and identity, with a future as well as a 

past. Likewise, it impelled those in charge of the nation to take account of those who toiled every 

day within it. Catalan nationalism gave the Catalans a seat at the table of nations and a louder and 

more powerful voice in Madrid, and this empowered Catalonia and the people of Catalonia both 

in Spain and internationally.  

At the same time, the intellectuals in Hroch’s model were very much present in the 

Catalan nation.  The process through which elites forged Catalan identity and pride from a past 

that involved as much humiliation as it did honour shows that these elites were indeed skilled 

entrepreneurs of identity. Modern Catalanisme was forged in the Renaixença, a movement of 

literature and history that formed part of European romanticism and aimed to restore the Catalan 

language as one of high culture and to standardize its usage. This movement drew heavily on 

histories of Catalonia to explain its contemporary national identity. These works were used as 

bases for claims of a fet diferencial55 (not exactly translatable but roughly equivalent to the 

distinguishing characteristic), based on a hardworking national character that allowed the 

Catalans to succeed, despite their seemingly disadvantage in terms of resources.56  The 

perspective that Catalonia was not just different from Spain, but better, was encouraged when 

Spain entered a national crisis at the end of the nineteenth century as it lost colonial possessions 

in Cuba and the Philippines. This turning point gave impulse to the beginnings of political 

                                                        
54 T Nairn. Faces of nationalism: Janus revisited. (Verso Books, 1997). 
55  Interestingly the first use of this term that I could find was in 1927 by Francisco de Asís Cambó y Batlle 
(“Un Prólogo Del Sr. Cambó.” El Sol, May 23, 1927.) This suggests an increased awareness and 
vocalization of Catalan uniqueness in this period.  

56 V.Balaguer. De La Literatura Catalana. Narciso Ramirez y C.a,, 1876. 

E. Prat de la Riba. La Nacionalitat Catalana: Compendi de La Doctrina Catalanista. Barcelona, 1993. 
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Catalanism and the onset of the second stage in Hroch’s model, while removing some of the 

economic incentives for Barcelona to remain closely linked to Madrid.  

This timetable fits with the theoretical framework that links the “construction” of nations 

to modernity.  Gellner57 suggests that nations are consciously created through modernity’s need 

for homogeneity through an education system and shared language; they are highly arbitrary and 

often bear little relation to history or geography. Both Nairn58 and Greenfeld59 also see nations as 

coming from modernity, with Nairn stating that “To become modern (or postmodern) beings, 

they [citizens] need a new identity, and to get that they must re-imagine their community as being 

(and always having been) worthy of the change.”60 The nation in this conception draws its roots 

in a construction of the past that may not be truthful but is useful in its foundation myth. 

Modernists further see nations as having emerged from industrialization. Such theories 

argue that when people began to gather in cities, and trade routes linked them, identities had to 

make adaptions to this growing and confusing world. Such economistic approaches began with 

Marxist notions of the nation as false consciousness. This Marxist approach led Seton-Watson to 

suggest that the modern nation serves as a distraction from the inadequacies of working class life 

and helps to prevent disorder, serving as a substitute for religion in an era where rule is no longer 

by divine right.61As mentioned earlier, Alvarez-Junco posits a conflict between a progressive and 

conservative nationalism in the Spanish context, the latter weakened during my period of study, 

                                                        
57   Gellner, E. Nations and Nationalism. Blackwell Pub, 2006. 

58 T Nairn. Faces of nationalism: Janus revisited. (Verso Books, 1997). 

59 L Greenfeld,. Nationalism: Five roads to modernity. (Harvard Univ Pr, 1992). 

60 Tom Nairn. “Nationalism Is Not the Enemy.” The Observer. Manchester, November 12, 1995. 
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offering space for the former. 62 Gellner63 contests that national identity was forged out of the 

need to maintain productivity; a shared language and a greater cause motivated workers and 

increased output. Unsurprisingly, Gellner’s model has struggled to deal with pre industrial 

nations. Gellner argues that in order to create a nation, “low” folk cultures were elevated to 

become “high” state cultures. My research will focus on a cultural construction of the nation 

which had very real political consequences and which came about as a consequence of industrial 

modernity. However this was not so much a “high” or “low” culture as one that pitched itself 

between extremes and appealed to both.  

It is in this modernist perspective that I situate my own work, and in the means of 

obtaining consent and creating identity that I consider sport to have a vital role. Political 

nationalism has risen alongside the modern nation; each has helped constitute the other, and in the 

Catalan case the need to obtain support for nationalism changed the very nature of the nation. 

While nationalism claims that it grows out of an organic demand from a primordial nation for its 

sovereignty, it is most often the case that nationalisms build nations and not vice versa.  Gellner 

defines nationalism simply, stating that it is a philosophy based upon the idea that “the political 

and national unit should be congruent.”64 Nation-state focused political nationalism has often 

been embraced by primordialist nationalists who see their ethnic nation as the logical and natural 

unit of government and see statehood as the natural expression of the nation. Contrasting with this 

position, Gellner states that “Nationalism is not the awakening of nations to self-consciousness: It 
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64 E. Gellner, Nations and nationalism (Blackwell Pub, 2006). 



 

   

 

31

invents nations where they do not exist.”65 The nation existed before the democratic era but it was 

fundamentally reformed during it.  

Historiography  

The field of Catalan historiography has been inseparable from that of Catalan nationalist 

politics since the project of the Catalan nation was conceived. One cannot understand the writings 

of historians in Catalonia without understanding the process of creating a nation and the 

importance of a sense of a national history that goes alongside the creation of a community with 

the notion of shared past. The value of history in creating identity should be something that we 

are constantly aware of when assessing the historiography of a nation that is actively engaged in a 

struggle for a more autonomous identity. As later chapters will show, a sense of Catalan history 

has been an extremely important tool in creating the notion of a Catalan future.   

As a result, within Catalan historiography, the Catalan nation is often treated as a 

primordial reality that dates back to medieval times. This dissertation will take the modernist 

position that nations are constructs of the modern era. However, despite the pivotal role played by 

modernisation in the formation of the Second Republic’s Catalan nationalism, it would be wrong 

not to note that Catalan “self awareness” seems to predate the onset of industrial modernity. 

Vilar66 makes a case for Catalonia, with its independent legislature and distinctive legal system 

and sense of Catalanism, as the “least anachronistic” use of the term nation in the pre-modern 

period. However, this identity does not fully correlate with modern conceptions of the nation. 

This sense of community, while evidence of a pre-national identity, lacked the horizontal and 

vertical element that would make it truly national. Certainly, it was not a motivating identity for 

the majority of the population until much later.  In a nation such as Catalonia that is so conscious 

                                                        
65 Ibid. 

66 Vilar, Pierre. “La Catalogne dans l’Espagne moderne. Recherches sur les fondements économiques des 
structures nationales 3, 3,” S.E.V.P.E.N, 1962. 



 

   

 

32

of the power of terminology and language, it is important to be rigorous in our study of the 

discourse.67 

While nation building and nationalism have thus been important foci for Catalan 

historians, with few exceptions, popular culture and nationalism in Catalonia have been separate 

fields of study. The literature on Catalan history in this period has thus focused almost 

exclusively on either the political and organizational activities of the working classes, on the one 

hand, or the cultural and political lives of the nobility and the industrial bourgeoisie. There is a 

large volume of literature in both areas but a distinct lack of work relating to the cultural lives of 

the Catalan popular classes. Historians studying nationalism in Catalonia have tended to focus on 

the “high” politics of Catalan nationalism68 and the role of the “political” and moneyed classes,69 

their political machinations70 and the cultural institutions71: Modernisme, the poetry of the 

Renaixença and the Jocs florals, and the Liceu which they used to promote their conception of 

Catalan national identity.72 Biographies abound of the key figures in this initial impulse as well as 

the actors in both the Second Republic73 and the Civil War,74 but they include little to reflect upon 

the nationalist experience of the working classes. 

                                                        
67 Vilar intended to title his next work: País, poble, pàtria, nació, estat, imperi, potència… quin vocabulari 
per a una Europa? (Country, People, Nation, State, Empire, Power... What kind of terminology should we 
choose for Europe?). This focus on the importance of language shows the understanding and appreciation 
for the value of language in his work and in the movement he was part of. 

68 J. S. P. Garzon, “State nationalism, cultural nationalism and political alternatives,” Journal of Spanish 
Cultural Studies 4, no. 1 (2003): 47-64. 

69 G. W. McDonogh, Good families of Barcelona: A social history of power in the industrial era (Princeton 
University Press, 1986). 

70 A. Smith, “The Catalan Counter-revolutionary Coalition and the Primo de Rivera Coup, 1917-23,” 
European History Quarterly 37, no. 1 (2007): 7. 

71 J.T. i Bages and J.T. y Bages, La tradició catalana, vol. 390 (Editorial Selecta, 1966). 

72 J. Casanova, “Catalonia, the right and the military,” International Journal of Iberian Studies 18, no. 3 
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When we look for the working classes in the historiography of Catalonia we find that 

literature on the non-nationalist political organizations of class abounds.75 While these works vary 

hugely, from anarchist hagiographies to conservative nationalist hatchet jobs, they tend to focus 

on the machinations and fratricide of the anarchist factions (the CNT and the FAI) and the way 

the conflict between anarchism and socialism manifested itself in the working class press and 

organizations. The majority of these pieces (with notable exceptions) tend to focus on working 

class identity and have little to say on the issue of nation. My goal is to problematize this 

discourse and dig deeper into overlapping aspects of, and means of, expressing popular Catalan 

identity, by reading the important transcripts of identity that sports and physical culture provide.  

Accounts of everyday life for the popular classes are more numerous. However, these are 

rarely combined with a study of Catalan nationalism. Radcliff has made a compelling argument 

that politics, and especially the politics of early 20th century Spain, is not merely what occurs in 

debating chambers and newspapers. Rather, it is in “collective contests over power relations”76 
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that politics occur. In doing so, Radcliff allows us to expand where we see politics and whom we 

see as agents of political change. Studies of popular culture have provided insights that cannot 

possibly come from the grand narrative or “great men” approaches. Such works allow the 

historian to see that it was not just ideological politics but neighbourhood rivalries and local 

issues that divided Spain throughout the Republic. Ealham’s excellent work provides such an 

insight into the day-to-day life of working class Barcelona.77 However this study of everyday life 

of the popular classes has yet to be combined with that of nationalism in Catalonia.  

Instead of the class-based identities that many histories take as a given, I shall argue that 

the ERC formed a cross class Catalan identity and attempted to spread it through sports as well as 

other means. This identity was inclusive and progressive and was more successful in 

nationalizing the masses than alternative conceptions of the nation. It was civic rather than ethnic, 

relied on ideology, not language, and was based in the politics of progress, not those of class.  By 

1936, Catalan identity and popular politics had become deeply intertwined. Orwell would later 

describe Barcelona as a city where the “working class was in the saddle.”78  

It is in the industrial modern era that sports and physical culture found a new role, not just 

as a leisure activity but also in maintaining the health and conduct of the nation, the productivity 

of the workforce and the wellbeing of citizens. As journalist Rafael Garcia stated, “sport is a 

necessity for the modern man. The worker, after his everyday work, must regenerate his body, 

and boost his physical and spiritual fortitude.”79 It was in this industrial world that political 
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Catalanism needed to establish itself, and it needed to appeal to citizens whose life experiences 

were a product of the industrial era. It was as much through physical culture and sport as any 

other means that the popular classes managed to vault into their new position as political players 

from their previous place on the sidelines of the nation. 

Chapter Summary 

My first chapter aims to provide the background on Catalanism that created the context 

for sport and nationalism in the Second Republic. It explains how the Catalan national project 

emerged and grew from an elite preoccupation to a cross class identity that embraced migrants 

and those across the class spectrum. It will also look at the growth of sport in Catalonia before the 

Second Republic. It explains the identities that existed alongside the nation and the provenance of 

Catalan national identity. As such, it will set out the launch pad from which the ERC during the 

Second Republic adopted sports as a means of creating popular national identity.  

Chapter 2 will analyse how the Catalan government under the ERC embraced sports as a 

vital tool of nation building. The use of sport and physical culture by the ERC’s nationalizing 

project is manifested in education policy, support for events and programs and the creation of the 

physical and institutional infrastructure on which popular sport was built. The support of sport by 

the Generalitat in this period was certainly substantial and provides compelling evidence for the 

idea of sport as part of the Catalan national project. Sport allowed the government to speak with 

the people, not just to them, and as such was a vital part of their nation building efforts.  

Chapter 3 analyses the construction of Catalanism through sport “from below”, through 

civil society organizations. I will present the examples of specific popular sporting organizations 

and groups, such as the Club de Natació Barcelona and the Ateneus, where classes met for 

education as well as sporting activities.  The Catalan nation was a project that was worked on 

cooperatively by the government and civil society, especially given the fluctuating nature of 

Catalan legislative autonomy. I shall analyse these organizations through their records, their own 
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press and the popular press of the period in order to ascertain their nationalist motivations as well 

as their popular credentials.  The civil society mobilization of sport illustrates the co-creation of 

the nation and the importance of other identities that overlapped with the national one.  

Chapter 4 focuses on the case study of the Volta a Catalunya, the cycling tour of 

Catalonia, which provides an excellently documented example of how a sporting event can serve 

to carry the flag for a national identity. The Volta was a uniquely peripatetic sporting event; it 

took place not just in a single site but throughout Catalonia. The route defined what lay within 

and without the nation through a “beating of the bounds”.  The roads that the race took in showed 

the landscape and historical sites that made up the Catalan nation to the many Catalans who were 

not familiar with them and thus made the nation seem closer, all within a bike ride. On top of 

these geographical functions, the race increased interest in the press, appealed to working classes 

and the bourgeoisie alike, and created heroes and ideal national types. As such, the race provided 

a powerful and unique vehicle for the creation of identity, even though it was not strictly a 

“popular” sport.  

The fifth chapter will investigate the use of the physical cultural model of the Czech 

Sokol in the creation of identity among young Catalan people. The Sokol was a physical culture 

organization that aimed to teach nationalism and democratic citizenship, and which had its roots 

in the Czech nationalist movement. These organizations existed purely for the purpose of 

spreading national identity and improving the health of citizens. As such, they are of great interest 

to the historian of popular identity in the period, especially since they have not received much 

scholarly attention. Through their cross class composition and their combination of physical and 

practical training for young people, they played a valuable role in the creation of a new 

generation of young Catalans.  

In my sixth chapter I shall move to an example of how the nation expanded sports and 

identity to groups which had previously been excluded from the direction of both, in this case 
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women. In this chapter I shall investigate the way that women in Catalonia were substantively 

empowered through the ERC’s use of sport. It is clear that legislative progress was made for 

women’s rights during the Second Republic, but the value of physical culture is in bridging the 

gap between the legal de jure sphere and the de facto rights afforded to women in the real world. 

By physically empowering women through sport, the ERC could increase their practical 

experience of empowerment. Furthermore it could constitute a world where young men and 

women grew up taking equality for granted.  

My final case study shall be of the 1936 Popular Olympics that Barcelona hosted as an 

alternative to the Berlin games of the same year. This case extends nation building to the 

international sphere, providing an example of how the Catalan government used sports to 

establish informal diplomatic relations. As Anderson has stated “No nation encompasses all of 

humanity”80 and thus all nations must conceive of themselves as fitting into the world as a whole. 

This was especially true in the 1930s, as the world, and Western Europe in particular, seemed to 

be rapidly polarizing in the conflict between the Popular Front and the Soviet republics and the 

remilitarizing axis powers. The 1936 games were supported by Popular Front parties across 

Europe and hosted in Barcelona. Through this groundbreaking use of sport, Catalonia placed 

itself at the forefront of an international movement. Sport became not just a tool for building the 

nation internally but also for selling that nation and its unique identity abroad. Through a very 

different kind of sport, the Catalan government advanced a very different kind of national 

identity.  

This dissertation will analyse Catalan nationalism but from a perspective that differs from 

traditional approaches. It looks at Catalanism, and specifically cultural Catalanism, with respect 

                                                        
80 Anderson, B. Imagined communities. London, 1983 pp7.   
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to the working and “popular” classes of the nation. Drawing on the theoretical approaches 

outlined above, it will look for the construction and negotiation of identity not in sculptures and 

cathedrals, but in stadia and races. Although most nations see themselves fitting into the world in 

opposition to others, this need not be the case. As illustrated by the examples I shall cite below, 

the ERC saw themselves within the Popular Front, not in opposition to Madrid. The nation need 

not be a construct that obscures or clashes with other identities, but in order to forge a nationalism 

that is acceptable to those who identify along other lines, the nation needs to be more of a 

conversation than a speech. It is through sport that the classes who made up the nation had this 

conversation. The aim of this dissertation is to trace the emergence of the nation in this area of 

popular culture in Catalonia and define the parameters of “popular Catalanism”. 
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Chapter 1. 

Catalonia in Spain and Sport Before the Second Republic. 

The Catalan national anthem, Els Segadors (the reapers) begins with the verse 

“Catalunya triomfant, tornarà a ser rica i plena. Endarrera aquesta gent tan ufana i tan 

superba.” (Catalonia triumphant, shall again be rich and bountiful. Drive away these people, who 

are so conceited and so arrogant).81 The “people” to whom the song refers are the forces of 

Castile. The “reapers” are the Catalan peasants and the “rich and bountiful” past of the nation 

referred to a sense of a separate Catalan path to prosperity, which was hamstrung by Madrid’s 

perceived backwardness. This song, as much as any other national symbol, shows the constructed 

nature of the Catalan nation and its traditions. The vast majority of those fighting the “Reapers 

War” in 1640 were fighting for property not identity, and the peasants at the time perceived little 

in the way of national identity.  It is of great importance to the historian of Catalonia to determine 

who invented the idea of the Catalan nation and why they did so, as well as how this nation 

changed over time. While the national anthem promotes the idea of a nation that has existed since 

the dawn of time in the hearts of its citizens, the historical record presents a different picture.  

Just as was the case with many other identities, Catalan national identity moved from an 

elite construct to one that appealed to a much broader constituency. In order to establish how this 

identity came about we must investigate at what point it made the leap from a minority socio 

economic identity to a mass one, and how Catalanism transformed from a political pressure group 

to a democratic political force that united classes. In order to investigate Catalan history, we must 

establish the roots of the creation of Catalan identity and not accept the fictive foundation myths 

it sometimes posits. Those committed to the primordial narrative of the nation will draw on the 

Roman past, the kings and dukes of Catalonia, the resistance to the removal of perceived Catalan 

                                                        
81 The current lyrics were written in 1899 by Emili Guanyavents as part of a competition seeking a national 

anthem.  
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rights by Madrid and a distinct cultural and artistic expression. These individual elements only 

acquired a Catalanist significance in retrospect.  Catalonia is also not alone in having been 

constructed, as a concept and an identity, by certain groups to serve their own interests. This 

chapter will investigate how this identity changed through the time leading up to 1931 and how it 

came to include and represent the masses during the Second Republic through the ERC.  

Catalonia in Spanish History Before the Second Republic 

Catalonia in early Modern Spain 

Catalonia had existed as a geographical unit long before it existed as a nation.  Over 

hundreds of years, economic and geographical resources, along with a distinct administrative 

system, gave Catalonia a unique economic position within Iberia and later within the Spanish 

state. The Catalan provinces enjoyed separate legal status under the Catholic monarchs as a 

principality of the crown of Aragon (which was fused with that of Castile by the marriage of the 

two monarchs Ferdinand and Isabella in 1469). In practice, this arrangement allowed the elites in 

Catalonia to exercise their own legal rights and relative self-determination. This early Catalanism 

was not so much a national identity as a manifestation of socio economic shared interest. This 

same identity first acquired a political expression when it asserted its claim to autonomy from 

Madrid in the 1640 Reapers War. In this conflict, a peasant rising which opposed the forced 

lodging of Castilian troops fighting against France took on a secessionist character when elite 

groups took over control and leadership of the disgruntled peasantry. Pau Claris82 used this 

momentum to declare independence and invite the French Monarchs to protect Catalan 

independence. Although Madrid ultimately triumphed and expelled the French north over the 

Pyrenees, Catalan elites managed to secure many of the Fueros (distinct legal rights) that they 

would defend later. These unique rights, combined with a favourable location on the 

                                                        
82 Claris was a Catalan clergyman, lawyer and president of the Catalan legislature.  
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Mediterranean, allowed Catalonia to develop a “precocious capitalism”83 based on trade, 

shipbuilding and the export of certain processed agricultural goods such as wine and brandy. This 

advanced economic position set Catalonia apart from the rest of Spain; however this also made it 

all the more necessary for those in Madrid to keep control of the prosperous province to their 

northeast and those in Barcelona to preserve their access to Spanish markets and colonies.  It was 

not until much later that Catalan identity became anything more than a political manifestation of 

these elite economic interests.  

Gradually, Catalonia was more closely politically integrated into Spain, but it still 

retained a sense of separateness and some distinct rights. Catalonia lost much of its autonomy 

following the siege of Barcelona in 1714, when Catalan politicians supported the Austrian 

Hapsburg claim to the Spanish throne. After his eventual victory, Philip V enacted the Nueva 

Plata decree in revenge for this resistance and removed much of the Catalan legal distinction. The 

decree also knocked down many of the legal, physical and economic borders and distinctions 

between Catalan and Spanish territory and identity. Philip was raised in France and the French 

centrist model was very much what he modeled his own reforms on. This centralisation resulted 

in the imposition of Castilian Spanish as the language of commerce and government at the 

expense of Catalan. Catalan parliaments and universities were also suppressed. The focus of 

repression on elite institutions is clear, but it is also obvious, even at this time, that Catalan 

identity had begun to situate itself in learning and culture as well as commerce.  

Despite the decreased autonomy, Catalan trade and entrepreneurship continued. This 

economic growth shaped both Catalan and Spanish history.  Barcelona played an important 

role in Spain’s Atlantic trade with the Americas, with Spanish markets helping Catalan trade 

grow and become more profitable. Ringrose has stated "Catalan economic interests and cultural 

                                                        
83 Ringrose, D. R. Spain, Europe, and the“ Spanish Miracle”, 1700-1900. Cambridge Univ Pr, 1998.pp187 
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differences produced a rich history that colours both the analysis of Catalan history and of 

Spanish history.”84 The Catalan commercial fleet served to forward much of the produce of 

Spanish America to the rest of Europe, and Catalan merchants benefited greatly from this 

exchange. Catalan capital and an established entrepreneurial culture also allowed them to trade 

directly with the Indies, further creating an economic shared interest for Spain and Catalonia. 

This Catalan growth relied on Spanish markets, and indeed, it was through Catalan initiative, as 

much as Madrid’s initiative, that other Spanish regions were incorporated into a more market 

based economic system.   

As Catalonia integrated into European markets, it became subject to European politics 

and imperial aggression, particularly the invasion of Napoleon’s troops in 1812. Spain’s 

first constitution in 1812 came on the back of the popular victory against Napoleonic occupation 

and a more pronounced and profound sense of national identity that rested on this victory, which 

was attributed to the people of Spain. The success of the Spanish national resistance against the 

French led to the establishment of the Cortes of Cádiz, Spain's first national sovereign assembly, 

under the 1812 liberal constitution. Like the rest of Spain, Catalonia mounted a popular resistance 

to Napoleonic occupation in the first decade of the nineteenth century that embraced both elites 

and peasants. The Catalan provinces were briefly ruled as départments of France, but they 

returned to Spain following the 1814 armistice agreement. 

From Absolutism to Liberal Monarchy: 19th Century Spain and Catalonia. 

Just two years after the 1812 constitution passed, Napoleon’s attempt to install his brother 

Joseph as monarch failed and he allowed Ferdinand, the Bourbon successor, to make his claim to 

the Spanish throne. Ferdinand returned, and at first agreed to respect the constitution. However, 
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shortly after returning to Spain via the Catalan border town of Girona, Ferdinand denounced the 

progress that had been made towards a representative regime and returned to a more autocratic 

model. Ferdinand’s rule was briefly interrupted by a progressive liberal coup (1820-1822) and 

then reinstalled with support from France (1823-1833).   

Following the popular demonstration of power against the Napoleonic invasion and a 

subsequent re-imposition of absolute monarchy with foreign support, Spain descended into a 

violent conflict over the structure of its monarchy in what became the first Carlist war (1833-

1840). The war focused on a disputed succession to the Spanish throne when Ferdinand died, and 

saw the Liberals supporting the Bourbon Isabella and her mother, while Regent Maria Cristina 

and the Conservatives and Legitimist Catholic Carlists supported the pretender Don Carlos.  

Many Catholic Catalans fought in favour of Catholic legitimist Carlism and absolute monarchy. 

Often these Catalan elites chose sides not in support of the concepts of absolutist rule but seeking 

the return to a traditional system that they surmised would include the re-instalment of their 

Fueros. As a consequence of the Liberal support, the Bourbon regency conceded many rights to 

municipalities, including those in Catalonia, and the Liberals who governed them. Immediately 

after the Carlist threat disappeared, Maria Cristiana tried to backtrack on these rights and, in 

doing so, ended up ceding her regency to what would become a Liberal-military regime (1840-

1843).  

Throughout the 1840s and 1850s, Spain consolidated a regime that was neither absolutist 

nor democratic but rather liberal. This liberal-parliamentary regime was to become the one that 

defined Spain for the rest of the century. While it is true that Carlism long outlived legitimist 

movements in other European nations, and that Spanish politics in the early 19th century remained 

in the hands of a few, there were democratic struggles and a press that articulated them and 
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helped democrats to see themselves in a European context in the early nineteenth century.85 

Following the 1843 establishment of Isabella as an adult monarch, at the age of 13, Spain lurched 

between moderate and progressive liberalisms and the government appeared increasingly strained 

as it resorted to rule by decree.Soon, expression through municipal government, the press and 

liberal groups became the norm, and the monarchy and the elites that sustained it held a more and 

more tenuous grip on power.  

Pressure from democratic groups, among other causes, undermined the Isabelline regime, 

eventually leading to a Coup under General Prim in 1868. Prim’s attempt at liberal democratic 

reform of the monarchy ended in chaos and the installation of a new monarch, Amadeus. This 

monarchy also collapsed, as Amadeus famously pronounced the people of Spain “ungovernable” 

and fled. Following this, Spain declared its first republican government in 1873.  Despite noble 

intentions, the regime only lasted 11 months and underwent 4 changes in government in that 

time. Although it established many of the debates that would become important in 

later republican regimes, this one was riddled with cracks over the structure of the nation, rights 

of regions and the place of religion within the state. One of the divisions of the First Republic was 

over the structure of the Republic with respect to the regions; however, it began to move towards 

a Swiss style federation as a consequence of debates over this point of disagreement. At one 

point, the Catalan state declared autonomy within a federal Spain. This regime, although short 

lived, served to illustrate the possibility of a democratic popular rule in Spain, and to show that a 

progressive political culture existed, despite the persistence of legitimism and religious politics. 

Spain’s First Republic also showed that this progressive politics was not entirely negatively 

disposed to Catalan autonomy and vice versa. In fact republicanism in this period moved towards 

decentralization and a more federal model.  

                                                        
85 Thomson, Guy, Palgrave Macmillan, and Mark Lawrence. The Birth of Modern Politics in Spain: 
Democracy, Association and Revolution, 1854-1875. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010.  
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After the demise of the First Republic in 1874, the Bourbon constitutional 

monarchy returned and brought with it some element of stability at the cost of representation. 

Spanish restoration politics were based upon a liberal parliamentary regime and the predictability 

that it gained from the "turno pacifico". The turno relied upon “acceptance of the adversary” and 

the right to hold power in a pluralist system where all the political actors accepted the “rules of 

the game”. Transitions in power were agreed upon by the major political actors, which ensured a 

safe turnover of power and some element of legitimacy, if not democracy. Essentially, the 

Liberal party under Práxedes Mateo Sagasta and the Conservative party under Antonio Cánovas 

de Castillo oscillated in power under an agreement that ensured stability and control. This system 

rested upon the willing cooperation of the monarchy and placed a high value on continuity and a 

lower value on free elections; it also centralized power in Madrid.  A large part of the turno’s 

electoral stability was due to the actions of caciques, individuals who could manipulate their 

control of resources to influence electoral outcomes. The system of Caciquismo has come in for 

more criticism than can be repeated here, but it is often cited as an example of the clash between a 

landowning society and modern politics. In the “black legend”86 model, this system accounts for 

the feudal appearance of Spanish politics and serves as evidence for the failure of Spain to 

achieve a bourgeois revolution and an industrial economy like that of its northern European 

counterparts. 

Despite a failure to include 95% of the people in the franchise before 1890, the turno 

regime did show elements of representativeness and modernity that do not fit with the “black 

legend” of a backwards Spain. Municipal elections and protests, along with pressure groups 

and civil society advocating for group interests on a national level allowed for a form 

                                                        
86 The phrase was first coined in 1914 by Juderías and refers to an anti-Spanish construction of history 
which depicts Spain as a backwards, repressive brutal and ignorant polity. Frequently this idea found 
expression in the idea that “Africa begins at the Pyrenees”.  Juderías, Julián. La leyenda negra: estudios 
acerca del concepto de España en el extranjero. 2. ed. Libros recuperados 1. Salamanca: Junta de Castilla y 
León, Consejería de Cultura y Turismo, 2003. 
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of representation within a system based upon undemocratic electoral practices. Local elections 

became more hotly contested, and through networks such as the church, peasants gained access to 

what Radcliff has called “political apprenticeship.”87 Constructing a typology of the regime seems 

somewhat impossible, given that unconventional methods of representation existed. There was a 

consolidation around liberal and parliamentary principles, but commitment to democracy was 

accidental at best. Other methods of representation were brought together within this system. 

While such methods are often hard for the historian to identify or quantify, this does not mean 

they are any less real. Furthermore, while Spain was far from a universally industrial economy, 

there were pockets of industry in Catalonia and the Basque country that do not fit with the black 

legend model of a feudal economy stuck in the previous era.    

 As this regime approached the new century, it was not inherently scuttled, and there 

were various avenues by which the leaders could keep the ship afloat as it entered the rough 

waters of Spain’s imperial crisis of 1898. However, the increasing influence of industrial elites 

and the presence of the working classes on the political spectrum resulted in an increasing 

demand for a restructuring of the system, as class interests no longer aligned with existing parties. 

A desire for the maintenance of Spain’s empire and the markets and resources it provided united 

old and new political actors. While the Spanish imperial project kept the nation together, the 

regime remained secure. As this unifying shared economic interest receded from the scene, so did 

the stable politics that it helped support.  

The Restoration regime’s political stability may have come at the consequence of a more 

democratic development for Spain, but most Catalan elites accepted membership in the Spanish 

regime. The predictable political succession and ideological consensus around liberal 

parliamentary politics allowed the centralization of the liberal state. Thanks to the relative 

                                                        
87 Radcliff, Pamela Beth. “History of Spain 1808-Present, ch5 (unpublished Manuscript),” 2015. 
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stability of the period, economic growth in Catalonia continued unabated by drastic changes in 

legislation.  By the 1880s, Spain had a national banking system that further rationalised the 

economy and facilitated migration that allowed displaced agricultural workers to access Catalan 

industry. While this economic prosperity did allow for expression of Catalan cultural identity, the 

issue of autonomy did not arise as, for the most part, the Catalan elites were satisfied with the 

status quo. The Canovite turno may not have been democratic or even representative, but its 

stability allowed Spain, and Catalonia in particular, to modernise in other important ways.  

As the conflict regarding an ancient monarchy and religion continued, the Catalan 

economy industrialised from the 1840s. Demographic and census data indicate that the Catalan 

population grew and that industrial employment in Catalan cities boomed with commerce and the 

textile industry. The increase in paid work caused a rise in the Catalan population, as fertility was 

not constrained by land ownership and there was a migration of young people from the rest of 

Spain who would go on to raise families in Catalonia. During its early growth, the Catalan 

economy was heavily reliant on textiles, as imported raw materials from the Americas were 

processed in Catalan factories. Catalonia employed over 70% of Spain’s textile workforce at one 

point and also led Spain in other sectors such as leather goods and chemicals.88 By 1910, 

Catalonia represented 22.5% of Spain’s industrial manpower.89 The huge growth in demand for 

industrial work meant that a large urban working class developed in Catalonia’s cities, and the 

landscape of these cities changed to reflect this. In particular, demand for housing led to the 
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provision of cheap homes for the working classes and more lavish accommodation for the 

growing industrial bourgeoisie. The income disparity that grew from industrial economics shaped 

the cities between modernist homes for the rich and slums for the poor, while the two classes 

rarely met or interacted and thus came to live in different worlds contained within the same city.    

The Spanish market was crucial to the industrial growth of Catalonia. Catalonia was 

“Spain’s workshop” for almost a century from 1830-1930.90 The reliance of Catalan industry on 

the Spanish market and tariffs levied in Madrid led to a mutually beneficial modus vivendi 

between Catalan industrial elites and Liberal Spanish political elites. As people and goods could 

travel more freely, so Catalonia could send its manufactured goods to the rest of Spain and in 

turn receive the labourers it needed from Spain’s agricultural provinces. Catalan economic 

growth rates during the 19th century, even according to conservative estimates, were above 6%.91 

Markets grew elsewhere in Spain and therefore increased demand for Catalan goods. The port 

cities of Catalonia and the Basque country contained the majority of Spain’s heavy industry. This 

growth in industry led to an increased investment in capital stock that in turn further increased 

productivity and proletarianization. By the mid nineteenth century, a tenfold increase in paved 

roads92 and expansion of the rail network had allowed Spain to develop a more fully national 

market with price convergence on staple goods.93 This nationalization of the economy was 

hastened by restrictions on grain imports that created a national grain market and contributed to 

the agricultural areas of Spain remaining in cereal production. This agricultural production 

                                                        
90 Ringrose, D. R. Spain, Europe, and the “Spanish Miracle”, 1700-1900. Cambridge Univ Pr, 1998. 

91 i Bernet, Jordi Maluquer de Motes. “El índice de La Producción Industrial de Cataluña: Una Nueva 
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supported Catalan industry and this symbiotic relationship allowed both Spain and Catalonia to 

continue on separate but inter connected economic paths, each supporting the other. The 

economic growth of Catalonia may have outstripped that of the rest of Spain, but it was also 

rooted in Spanish markets and laws.  

National and Regional Identity in 19th Century Spain and Catalonia 

Another major trend in the 19th century was nationalization. It has been argued by Borja 

de Riquer94 and Linz,95 among others, that Spain had achieved only a “weak nationalization” at 

the end of the Restoration. This argument holds that due to barriers of regionalism, political 

divisions, a lack of common symbols and the persistence of linguistic diversity, Spain’s national 

project did not spread beyond the elites of the Restoration regime and the door was left ajar for 

other identities. More recently, historians of Spain have come to argue that there did exist a sense 

of national identity (or national identities) in Spain despite the lack of political or economic 

homogeneity.96 It was to this identity that politicians began to appeal, as the old stability could no 

longer be taken for granted. The turno had instituted a political culture where local and civil 

society identities were as important and empowering as national ones. Indeed, the former allowed 

people to access, participate in, and influence the latter. However, these local cultures did not 

exclude national identity; rather they appealed to the nation from a local perspective.  

                                                        
94 i Permanyer, Borja de Riquer. "La débil nacionalización española del siglo XIX." Historia social 20 
(1994): 97-114. 

95 Linz, Juan J., S. N. Eisenstadt, and Stein Rokkan. Early state-building and late peripheral nationalism 
against the state: the case of Spain. Sage, 1973. 
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According to a perspective advanced by Storm and others, regions were not necessarily 

opposed to the nation but rather they were the material that constituted it.97 In a political culture 

where one articulated concerns via the cipher of local politics and networks, we should 

understand that the semi public sphere that exists between individuals and the actions of the state 

was vital in expressing (and thus is vital in understanding) political identities.98 While regional 

languages existed, there was also a powerful national language that grew, thanks to the press and 

the increased provision of government services. Likewise, regional identities co existed with a 

national identity; indeed certain regional cultures, identities and traditions were seen to support 

Spanish national identity. Regional traditions and culture were not seen as opposed to the idea of 

a Spanishness, but rather as things to be celebrated within a rich and varied nation99 that had, 

through its ingenuity and variety, created an empire that had reached beyond the peninsula where 

it began.  

 Even where political divisions existed, parties often saw problems and solutions on a 

national scale. Workers’ politics may not have agreed with the elite conception of the nation, but 

they were not opposed to the idea of a nation in itself.  Both contributed to the ides of 

nationalization.100 Education went some way to creating a national culture. Thus, the books read 

in schools and athenaeums included novels shared among many classes and political groups. 

Although a nation cannot be built on Cervantes, the shared education and culture that schooling 

provided went some way to encouraging the imagining of a community. This was part of the 
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100 Junco, José Alvarez. The Emergence of Mass Politics in Spain: Populist Demagoguery and Republican 
Culture, 1890-1910. Sussex Academic Press, 2002. 
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“civilizing process”101 through which the Republicans, anarchists and socialists hoped to bring the 

working classes into their big tent by improving their access to high culture and level of political 

education and engagement.  

Liberal nationalism was not the only identity advanced for Spain and Spaniards. On the 

other side of the political spectrum from this secular nation, the political Catholicism of the 

period saw Spain as a Catholic nation and religious and national identity as fundamentally 

intertwined.  This Catholic nationalism drew on the narrative of the Reconquista (literally ‘the 

reconquest’, when the Muslims were expelled from Spain) and Spain’s “golden age” under a 

Catholic monarchy to support its notion of a nation with its political capital in Madrid and a 

spiritual capital in Rome. With a shared basis in literature, and the inclusion of regional identities 

combined with the support of religion, Spain went some way to creating a “national culture”, and 

indeed language, which could be used as a basis for national identity regardless of politics. The 

Spanish nation was still a construct that could have been used to generate consent for a regime 

that appealed to those outside of the political elite, even if those elites largely constructed the 

nation.   

Without necessarily contradicting the growth of Spanish national identity, an increasingly 

urban Catalonia took on its own character in institutional terms. The concentration of middle 

class factory owners in the newly developed Eixamples (extensions) of Catalan cities led to the 

formation of civil society groups among these prosperous families. Such groups served to create a 

common identity that, while not yet national, was becoming more anchored in both culture and 

economics and salient in day to day life. This regional identity grew out of a distinct economic 

and cultural sphere in Catalonia but was not, at this stage, opposed to Spanish national identity.  
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During this period of economic growth, Catalan art, music and poetry began to assert 

themselves at the forefront of their respective European fields. At the height of the artistic 

movement of romanticism in 1859, Catalonia enjoyed a cultural blossoming that is known as the 

Renaixença. The poetry of this movement was in Catalan and the literary elite proudly asserted a 

cultural identity aligned with this language and the civil society groups behind it. Catalan literary 

elites during this period established the tradition of the Jocs Florals, a kind of literary Olympiad 

focused around recitals of poetry in Catalan that occurred in Barcelona on the first Sunday in 

May. The Jocs Florals were run under the theme of Patria, Fides, Amor (Country, Faith, Love). 

Closely aligned with the Catholic and conservative cultural basis of existing elites, they drew on 

events as far back as the fourteenth century, but were very much a creation of the economic and 

political climate of the nineteenth century. With elite support, Catalan industrial prowess gained a 

cultural identity and a more visible and tangible assertion of distinctiveness, based in a notion of a 

shared Catalan past and a future in which they would lead Spain and Madrid would follow 

The artistic flowering of the Renaixença was fertilized by the patronage of the industrial 

elite. The Catalan cultural movement was rooted in the turno system and its institutionalization of 

representation through local government and civil society. Despite being funded by urban 

industry, these romantic artists yearned for a pastoral idyll in their works. The poetry recited in 

Barcelona glorified the Catalan Masia (manor house) and the family farm model that had long 

since ceased to be reality for most.  Although it was based on a fictive and idealized Catalan past, 

the cultural movement that arose from these abstract artistic expressions would give rise to a 

more real Catalan future.   

The idea of a Catalan volksgeist,102 and separate ontology, became the cultural rallying 

point for a group of intellectuals who would go on to influence the self conception of the socio 

                                                        
102 Hegel coined the term Volksgeist  and influenced the romantic movement with his idea of an essential 
“spirit of the people”  
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economic elites in Catalonia as they began to see themselves as a nation. The emerging Catalan 

nationalism would build itself around a sense of history that these intellectuals would endeavour 

to write and codify. This notion of a shared history strengthened contemporary unity, which 

sprung from the shared political and economic interests of old and emerging Catalan elites. 

Balaguer103 and Prat de La Riba104 wrote some of the influential works that were used as bases for 

claims of a unique and enduring “fet diferencial.”105 This Catalan character was based on a 

hardworking and sensible national self image which allowed the Catalans to succeed, thanks to 

their cherished seny.106  Catalan self-image asserted that Catalonia was not just different from 

Spain, but superior. Catalan identity among elites was rooted in an economic difference and a 

tradition of expressing interests to the Spanish state through civil society and local politics during 

the turno. That is to say, the emergence of Catalan nationalism was both a consequence of the 

nature of Spanish Restoration politics and of a movement designed to undermine (and in the 

Catalan narrative to improve), the system that gave birth to it.  

Towards Mass Politics, 1898-1914  

Spanish politics began to change after 1890. As the turno began to appear increasingly 

poorly aligned with the interests that moved the nation and its economy, Spain instituted a 

universal male suffrage system. The combination of this new franchise, a changing economy, 

ideological influence from abroad and an imperial crisis, reshuffled Spanish politics. The political 

discourse moved towards engagement of the masses and away from the old system of rotating 

elites. 

                                                        
103 Victor Balaguer. De La Literatura Catalana. Narciso Ramirez y C.a,, 1876. 

104 Enric Prat de la Riba. La Nacionalitat Catalana: Compendi de La Doctrina Catalanista. Barcelona, 1993. 

105  The first use of this term (meaning “distinguishing characteristic”) that I could find was in 1927 by 
Francisco de Asís Cambó y Batlle (“Un Prólogo Del Sr. Cambó.” El Sol, May 23, 1927.) Suggesting an 
increased awareness and vocalization of Catalan uniqueness.  

106 A difficult word to translate but it conveys a restrained and rational sensibility.  
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In 1898, the Restoration regime suffered an annus horribilis. The Spanish colonial 

possessions in Cuba, Puerto Rico and the Philippines were lost in the Spanish American war, an 

attempt to conquer Morocco was defeated, and domestic unrest peaked in 1909 in Barcelona’s 

“tragic week” of anti clerical violence. The so called “generation of 1898” emerged from the 

“disaster” of Spain’s defeats. This group of writers would criticize many of the institutions of 

Spain’s Restoration regime and its lack of creative energy.107 The blow to Spanish self-image led 

to a change in the political climate of the nation and a number of different possibilities for the 

future of Spain emerged from the ashes of the crisis.  

 Socialism took hold across Spain even before universal suffrage in 1890 and became 

particularly popular in urban settings. However, the failure of the Socialists Worker’s party (the 

Partido Socialista Obrero Español or PSOE) to address agricultural issues (as agricultural 

workers had little role in Marxist theory) resulted in a relatively low membership of just 200,000 

by 1919 for the PSOE and its associated union, the Unión General de Trabajadores (UGT).108 

Furthermore, there was some division between revolutionary and parliamentary socialism that led 

to a less than coherent policy during their latter incursions into office. Given the lack of a 

hegemonic socialist left, Spain developed a more diverse system of working class political 

representation than many other European polities.  

The Socialists’ more radical counterparts on the left were the CNT (Confederación 

Nacional de Trabajo). Founded in 1910, the CNT fused the idea of an anarchist revolution with 

the practical means to this end provided by syndicalist union structures, and represented a 

powerful force in working class politics. By 1918, the CNT had over 800,000 members. Although 

                                                        
107González, Juan Luis Pan-Montojo. Más se perdió en Cuba: España, 1898 y las crisis de fin de siglo. 
Alianza Editorial, 2006. 

 Raymond, Carr. Spain:(1808-1939). Clarendon Press, 1966. 

108 Radcliff, P. B. From Mobilization to Civil War: The Politics of Polarization in the Spanish City of 
Gijón, 1900-1937. Cambridge Univ Pr, 1996. 
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the persistence of anarchism and the CNT is often seen as evidence of Spain’s backwards politics, 

in practice the CNT’s anarchosyndicalism represented a sphere of negotiation between 

maximalism and reformism.  The CNT went far beyond the barricades and provided education, 

resources and an alternative state structure to many of Spain’s least privileged citizens. It was 

both an industrial and rural organization and differed from place to place across Spain, reflecting 

the regional nature of Spanish politics and economics. The CNT was far more than merely a relic 

of a revolutionary ideal. It represented the most modern, European and industrial workers of 

Spain and had its stronghold in Catalonia. It also represented landless peasants in the south. 

While it may have been incapable of organising a Bolshevik style revolution, the CNT was able 

to influence the parliamentary politics of Spain and the day-to-day lives of Spaniards.   

In parallel to the emergence of mass anarchism and socialism, there emerged a mass 

conservative Catholic politics that responded to Spain’s sense of crisis with a solution based in 

the Roman church rather than the German philosophy of Marx.  This movement grew from 

traditional devotional societies into the modern methods of associational activity such as the press 

and syndicates. It aimed to protect the special place of the church from what it saw as liberal 

“atheism”. Although traditional in its values, the politicization of religion clearly showed a 

modern conception of politics and illustrated that Catholic people no longer felt that the parties of 

the turno represented their interests. The movement lacked the coherence needed to become a 

national force, as it was split between those who remained loyal to the Conservative party, a re-

imagined Carlism, and Basque and Catalan nationalists who saw this conservative politics as a 

route to a traditional political structure which included their regional Fueros. Again, a desire to 

reform a Spain that was in crisis gave birth to this movement.  

Alongside left wing workerist parties and conservative Catholicism, the same political 

opening gave rise to a more moderate, populist and entirely European modernist trend that took 

hold following the 1890 reforms in the franchise. New forms of republicanism created a culture 
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of engagement in order to compete with catholic-conservative and workerist-leftist mobilisation 

of civil society and the “semi public” sphere. The “thick” network of republican mobilisation 

included institutions of education, the press and civil society and created a “big tent” under which 

the more extreme and moderate left could meet. The issue that this movement faced was that its 

grounding in civil society and municipal politics around the country made it hard to unite around 

a coherent national program. Thus, until 1931, republicanism remained a largely local and patchy 

phenomenon. However, it was strong enough and national enough to offer an alternative to 

dictatorship when the monarchy and the military lost their grip on power in 1930.  

Notable in this republican politics was Lerroux’s populist republicanism that grew in 

Barcelona under various banners, which later coalesced in the Radical Republican Party founded 

in 1908. This non-Catalanist republicanism appealed directly to the working classes, especially 

those who had recently arrived in Catalonia from elsewhere and felt no connection to Catalanism. 

It proved popular among these groups and served to undermine the hegemony of the turno parties 

in the local politics of Barcelona (similar movements in Valencia and elsewhere did much the 

same). These political parties used the techniques of modern European mass politics, such as 

rallies, charismatic leadership and poster campaigns to great success. Although they would 

never quite obtain the support that social democracy did in much of Europe, these parties served 

as coalition makers in the Second Republic and as agents of the political modernization that 

brought the Republic into being.   

Catalan nationalism and demands for autonomy should be viewed as part of the political 

opening after 1898. Thus, if we are to pick a single point when Catalan identity made the leap 

from an elite cultural identity to a more tangible political and ultimately national identity, it was 

the Spanish imperial crisis of 1898. We cannot understand the emergence of Catalan national 

identity without reference to the crisis in Spanish identity. When Spain lost colonial possessions 

in South America, the economic link that tied Catalan elites to Madrid was also weakened. A 
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Spanish sense of shame, combined with a repatriation of capital following the demise of the 

Spanish empire, gave impulse to the beginnings of political Catalanism. Elite Catalanism was 

based in the industrial economy of Catalonia and it looked to trade and industry for its wealth and 

growth as well as for its identity. While this industry may have benefited from the empire, it was 

not entirely reliant upon imperial markets or resources, nor was Catalan identity. Thus, Catalan 

self-image took much less of a hit than did that of Spain in 1898. Spain was approaching a time of 

introspection, as it retreated from a global role and saw its empire and prestige sink. Meanwhile, 

Catalonia was booming, as its industry and culture grew. Catalan nationalism gradually evolved 

from a pressure group within Spain, to a movement that aimed to reform and change Spain; but 

there was very little impulse in Catalonia towards leaving Spain until much later.  

Catalan identity soon moved from poetry to politics, as the idea of an autonomous 

Catalan region, which would lead the other provinces to modernity in a looser federation, gained 

coherence as Catalan influence in Madrid increased. Spain’s imperial crisis finally convinced the 

Catalan elites to make the leap from cultural identity to a more distinct claim for autonomous 

rights in order to ensure the political and economic climate required for sustained success. This 

movement drew upon the 1892 publication by the Unió Catalanista called the Bases de Manresa. 

The Unió was a collection of local groups that grew based on a program defending the principles 

of Catalan identity, language, autonomy and legal rights, as well as autonomous control of taxes, 

finances and the policing of Catalonia. However, it was not until the Spanish American war that 

political Catalan nationalism really gained a foothold. Once there was an economic incentive, this 

regionalist program gave rise to a coherent political party that took shape around a combination 

of elite interests and business concerns after the crisis of 1898. The political and cultural “high 

society” gained the support of the industrial and mercantile bourgeoisie and the “good 
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families”109 of old, and Catalan politics became a very real and salient force in the whole of 

Spain. The 1892 Bases, grounded in a history of special legal rights for Catalonia, outlined a 

federal model for governance that would acknowledge the special place Catalonia occupied 

within Spain and grant it significant autonomy to legislate. The claims were made under a Catalan 

flag and drew upon a narrative of history that long predated Spain’s crisis. However, it was the 

more recent arrival of the Catalan industrial economy and the loss of imperial resources that 

really gave Catalan nationalism the impulse it needed to mobilize this history, and turn it into an 

identity that would agitate for autonomy from Madrid.  

This identity took on institutional representation in the autonomist movement. In 1901 

Francesc Cambó founded the Lliga Regionalista with the goal of using the Catalan example as a 

solution to Spain’s crisis. The Lliga’s program, with its roots in the crisis of Spain and its solution 

in the prosperity of Catalonia, quickly gained support and electoral power such that Madrid was 

forced to make certain concessions. These concessions began with the 1913 re-establishment of 

the Mancomunitat, a unity of administrative municipal bodies based on medieval Catalan rights. 

The Mancomunitat was a Catalan legislative chamber based in Barcelona. The body was 

constituted in 1914 following a vote from the town halls across the nation. Although the Catalan 

provincial governments ceded authority to Barcelona, Madrid’s turno parties gave very little 

power to the new body. Its first president was Enric Prat de la Riba, who presided over 96 

provincial representatives as well as a cabinet with ministers responsible for trade, culture and 

public health, among other briefs.   

The concessions won by the Lliga were granted by Antonio Maura and his Conservative 

party in Madrid. The granting of rights to Catalonia was part of a reform package through which 

Maura aimed to undermine the culture of caciquismo and stabilize the system and the nation. 

                                                        
109 McDonogh, Gary W. Good Families of Barcelona: A Social History of Power in the Industrial Era. 
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Maura and the Conservatives attempted to forge a stronger constitutional monarchy, based on the 

examples of Britain and Belgium. In order to foster this popular identity with monarchy they 

would encourage the king to make more visits to the provinces and place a greater emphasis on 

the symbols of monarchy and nation. They would also give more political power to the electorate 

through higher municipal budgets and a system of corporate voting engineered to engage people 

through organized groups.  

At the same time as the Catalan cultural identity grew in to a political one, Spanish 

national identity was bolstered under Maura’s initiative. Fradera argues that Catalan and Spanish 

visions of the future did not pit two nations against each other but rather were part of a “double 

patriotism” which made it possible to advocate for the interests of the former within the latter 

and, in doing so, to benefit both.110 An organized Catalan politics and civil society emerged in 

response to the crisis of the Spanish state but not opposed to the state itself, nor the nation it 

attempted to strengthen. Catalan identity was very much geared towards leading Spain rather than 

leaving it.  This “double patriotism” emerged from a Catalan bourgeoisie constrained by an 

agrarian Spanish state. As Fradera argues: “nationalism is, fundamentally, a framework of 

political and cultural socialization, which therefore may occur in the context of broader inclusion 

projects.”111 Catalan elites played a key role in forming the interests and ideology of liberal Spain 

and its national identity, as they created their own regional identity at the same time. Elites in 

Catalonia expressed attitudes that were also Spanish, such as distaste for monarchist elites 

exercising undue power, disapproval of the corruption of the turno and a sense of imperial crisis. 

These concerns may have been shared with Spain but they took on a different method of 

expression due to their Catalan identity. This identity was, in this period, not so much that of a 

                                                        
110  Fradera, Josep M. “El Proyecto Liberal Catalán Y Los Imperativos Del Doble Patriotismo.” Ayer, 1999, 
87–100. 

111 “el nacionalismo es, en lo fundamental, un marco de socialización política y cultural, que, 
en consecuencia, puede producirse en el contexto de proyectos de inclusión  más amplios”ibid 
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cross class nation as of an interest group that tried to advocate for its interests within the Spanish 

nation at a time when the latter was still flexible. This discourse could be categorized as 

“differential” rather than “disjunctive”112 nationalism. It was not until much later that a separatist 

current gained any real credibility, and even then it was a minority perspective.  

The discussion over political reforms at the end of the long nineteenth century was not 

a particular Spanish affair but rather a clash between individualist and corporatist ideals that was 

common all over Europe. Despite Maura’s attempts to reform the system, there was still much 

more to do. Maura required a super majority to pass many of his proposed reforms and, 

ironically, relied on an extremely corrupt election to obtain one. Limits on political candidacy and 

vastly unequal districts combined with a still less than representative system, and Maura’s own 

authoritarian style, to undercut these attempts at rebranding the state in a more positive 

light. There was also a fundamental political disagreement over the role of the Church. Maura 

saw Catholicism as integral to Spain’s national identity but Liberals and the working class parties 

had come to see this fusion between nation and religion as a restraint on progress. 

Meanwhile, opposition in the form of working class protest became increasingly common and 

violent.  

When the Liberal party returned to office following a violent week of riots in Barcelona 

known as the Semama Tragica, they did so with a more interventionist agenda. Having achieved 

many of their rights based goals, they moved into a more modern and substantive approach. This 

policy agenda began with a partial movement towards secularization and attempts to bring 

religious orders under the control of the state. Alongside this, the Liberals began a policy of social 

reform that took social policy beyond public order and attempted to make life for the working 
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classes more tolerable in order to enhance their loyalty to the regime. In contrast to Maura’s 

institution of corporate voting and implementation of anti terrorism laws, both of which 

undermined the individual rights of citizens, the liberals would appeal to each man as an 

individual. However, in terms of nation building, the Liberals shared with the Conservatives the 

unitary, centralizing idea of the nation-state.  

Thus, Liberals were not prepared to negotiate with the regional autonomy movements 

and considered Spain to be an indivisible nation. The notion of universal citizenship did not have 

space for differential claims based on regional identity nor for differential rights. The party felt 

that the devolution of power to regional assemblies undermined the integrity of the Spanish 

nation-state and aided the “separatist” Lliga and Partido Nacionalista Vasco (PNV). Liberal 

policy actively pursued nationalization based on the idea that rights and privileges were due to all 

citizens regardless of region. Under this program of nationalization, there was a prohibition on 

rich families buying their sons out of military service, strengthening one of the major tools of 

public sphere nationalization. The Liberals also made an attempt to maintain a costly and 

irrational colonial presence in Morocco as part of a perceived extension of national prestige and 

an attempt to fit into European models of the colonial nation state and a national identity with 

roots in martial prowess. The perceived need to maintain this policy cost them the success of 

other reform attempts in agriculture, social policy and religion.  

Following the assassination of the Liberal leader Canalejas in 1912, the party began to 

crumble, and its regenerationist agenda was left by the wayside. Liberal policy could never be 

radical enough for the workers, and was far too reformist for the Church and entrenched 

conservative elites. Likewise, the limited granting of rights and authority to the Catalan 

Mancomunitat pleased neither the Lliga nor the Conservatives. This Liberal agenda and colonial 

mission was entirely European and does not support the notion of a distinct Spanish 

politics. However, unlike many other European nations, Spain did not participate in one of the 
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key nationalizing political events of the following decades, the First World War, and thus its 

politics remained caught between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  

Crisis of the Restoration in Spain and Catalonia 1914-1923 

Although Spain missed what many consider the opening event of the 

short twentieth century when it remained neutral in the First World War, the conflict had 

consequences for decades to come. This cataclysmic conflict set the tone for the rest of the period 

in the belligerent nations. Across Europe the contribution of the popular classes, women and the 

petit bourgeoisie ensured their place in the political future and the provision of services for them 

by the state.113 Spain identified itself as in crisis in this period and political elites were 

not backwards in vocalizing their need for change. Agricultural crisis, increasing transport links 

and popular liberal and confessional politics threatened to do away entirely with the old guard of 

Restoration politics. Many Catholics felt they could no longer rely on “atheist” politicians to 

protect the church and workers felt the elites could not be trusted to legislate in the general 

interest. Spain’s political old guard, with their 19th century ideologies and constructions of a 

Spain that was imperial, and who would not tolerate regional autonomy, were no longer capable 

of dominating the political debate.  

In 1917 a movement for a democratic assembly briefly threatened to democratize the 

system with a left wing based alliance and a call for “clean” elections. Sadly, the conflict between 

class interests was stronger than this shared goal and kept this group from success. Indeed, 

interclass conflict escalated as labour protest increased. The chaos in parliament  (for the 6 years 

before 1920, the Cortes couldn’t even pass a budget) combined with a crushing defeat for Spanish 

forces at Annual in Morocco in 1921 to further decrease the support for the regime and the 

legitimacy of the imperial nation. In what has been a recurrent motif for Spanish politics, this 
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crisis resulted in the king and the military attempting to restore their definition of order and 

perceptions of prestige in 1923.  The king appointed General Primo De Rivera as Prime Minister 

in an attempt to give legitimacy to a coup that stated its aim as opening “a brief parenthesis in the 

constitutional life of Spain and to re-establish it as soon as the country offers us men 

uncontaminated with the vices of political organization.”114  This parenthesis would last 7 years 

and become known as the Dictadura (1923-1930). Although this “ordered” dictatorship would 

last longer than a brief period, the new actors on Spain’s political scene were not swept away by 

its repression and it was they, not the military and the monarchy, who would form the basis of the 

Second Republic.  

Primo De Rivera’s “apolitical” dictatorship came to power in September 1923 with the 

goal of restoring “social peace” to Spain through the repression of regional autonomy movements 

and working class protest. Primo aimed to silence the political turmoil which had come about at 

the end of the turno by restoring order with an even less representative system and even fewer 

voices able to speak.  The dictator had served as Capitan General of Catalonia and favoured a 

harsh repressive attitude towards the Catalans and their culture. Primo’s first decrees were to 

establish a  “state of war” and to forbid the use of the Catalan Language in government office and 

ban the Catalan (and Basque) flags. Even cultural expressions of Catalan identity such as the Jocs 

Florals and Catalan dances wereoutlawed. 

The Evolution of Catalan Political Identity 

Catalonia experienced its own version of the crisis of the Restoration. Various visions of 

the Catalan future now saw their chances of achieving change as better served through agitating 

for the autonomy of the Catalan nation. The Partit Republicà Català (PRC) was formed in 1917 

as an offshoot from the Republican party of Lerroux.  The PRC adhered to the Catalan 
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autonomist model while Lerroux advocated for republican centrism. In 1919, a Federació 

Democràtica Nacionalista (FDN) was formed under Francesc Macià.115 The FDN pursued a 

much more cross class vision of the nation’s autonomous politics than the Lliga. Again, they 

wished to reform Spain from Barcelona, but their end point was very different from that of the 

Lliga. These parties, and the fluctuating situation in Madrid, caused a more politically diverse 

Catalan nationalism to emerge. Gradually Catalan nationalism moved from being synonymous 

with the politics of the Lliga to being a broad political church with many ideological positions.  

The growing influence of Catalan nationalism was demonstrated in 1919, when Catalan 

political groups, along with Spanish socialists and members of both parties of the turno in 

Catalonia, came together to agree on a basic Catalan Autonomy statute. This short document 

provided for Catalan autonomy within Spain, and received support from the Lliga and those who 

desired a more definitive break with Madrid, such as Macià. The same document also appealed to 

republican Catalan parties such as the Partit Català Republicà, which stood to the left of the 

Lliga, and even to Largo Caballero, the leader of the Spanish socialists, who was not committed 

to Catalan autonomy, but saw it as a step towards the regeneration of Spain. However, the 

combination of recalcitrance from the old guard and a series of strikes in Catalonia meant that the 

bill never passed in Madrid. As a result, the limited autonomy on which most of the parties could 

agree was never realized. This autonomy was based on the desire of elites to remain within a 

protected Spanish market, of nationalists to have more functional autonomy, and of socialists to 

have a chance atinfluencing policy in Spain’s only developed urban political climate. Instead of 

this, Primo de Rivera exacerbated a conflict between Catalan and Spanish identities which would 

benefit neither Spain nor Catalonia.  

                                                        
115 Macià would go on to lead Catalonia in the Second Republic and to lead the Catalanist movement under 
the dictatorship. He displayed a commitment to the electoral system and the laws of the Spanish state that 
was, at best, accidentalist. By 1932 Macià was seen as the “father of the nation” 
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It was during this period that the elite conservative nationalism of the Lliga began to 

ossify, and the moderate republicans within Catalonia who had previously expressed less support 

for the autonomy of Catalonia took up the cause. As the conservative “apolitical” government in 

Madrid alienated the political and economic interests of the Catalan middle classes, they began to 

see themselves as increasingly distinct from Madrid. This distinction did not necessarily manifest 

itself in demands for an entirely separate Catalan state but rather a Catalan leadership of Spain or, 

failing this, the ability of a government in Barcelona to realize its own economic and political 

policy within a more federal Spain. Increasingly, demands for political and economic policy that 

would allow Catalonia’s advanced economy to grow were phrased in terms of demands for 

autonomy and rule from Barcelona.  

Following this development in Catalan politics, and debates about the direction that it 

should take, a Conferència Nacional Catalana (Catalan National Conference) was summoned in 

1922, and from this discussion, many new parties emerged. Included among them was Acció 

Catalana (AC). AC accused the Lliga of being an “opportunist” party with goals based in 

economics, not autonomy. Following the same conference, Macià formed a more pronounced 

independence movement and this took institutional representation in the form of the Estat Català. 

The party drew its inspiration from the politics of Irish nationalism, aiming for a more completely 

independent Catalonia, and was active in the struggle to remove Catalonia from the rule of Primo 

de Rivera. This variety of Catalan political parties made the notion of a separate Catalan polity 

seem more real. Although they did not agree on policy, all of these groups agreed on a desire for 

Catalonia to chart its own future.  

The Lliga struggled to balance a desire for order with one for democracy, and a desire for 

autonomy with the fact that this was unpopular among all other major groups in Madrid. 

Increasingly, the Lliga moved to the right in many matters and left a space on the Republican left 

of Catalan politics for a group that could advocate for autonomy, modernity and democracy.  The 
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parties that emerged in Catalonia were a product of the Spanish political tendencies at play. Thus, 

they were conceived in reaction to the crisis of empire but also to the crisis of governance in 

Spain and Europe in the early twentieth century. It was as much the crumbling of the turno and 

the growth of social democratic thought as it was the loss of the Cuban colonies or the events 

at Anual that brought the new politics of nation to the fore. Initially, the Lliga brought the Catalan 

elites and bourgeoisie together to advocate for mutually beneficial reform after the Atlantic 

economy that united them with Spain collapsed. The 1890 reforms in voting, and an increased 

extra parliamentary agitation by the left made it essential for the politics of national shared 

interest to embrace working class interests. From these two necessary elements of political 

success there emerged a new party with a “substantive” understanding of liberal democracy and 

an autonomist stance on the Catalan nation.  

It was this new party, the Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya (ERC), which combined 

the interests of the masses with Catalan national identity. Through this combination, the ERC 

gained a high degree of support and would be a cornerstone of popular Catalanism in the Second 

Republic.  However, before the ERC was formed, the other parties laying claim to the Catalan 

nation laid the institutional roots for its efforts to use culture as a way of reaching out to the 

working classes. Even before political Catalanism, civil society established itself as a key player 

in the establishment of the national project.  

While the political nation of Catalonia had established itself before the arrival of the 

Second Republic, there were limits to who was included in the nation. The limits on the growth of 

Catalan nationalism before 1931 were imposed from outside as well as from within, and in large 

part the limits on inclusion provided limits on its ability to succeed in its autonomist goals, 

especially as the system became more representative. The restrictions on powers devolved to the 

Catalan government by the Restoration regime and the dictatorship made the realization of 

autonomous policies extremely difficult. The expressions of cultural identity that grew from the 
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Lliga were in elite institutions such as the Liceu (an opera house) or the choral societies, such as 

the Orfeo Catala. These cultural activities were useful in uniting the more privileged groups that 

made up the Lliga, but had less success in bringing in those with fewer resources.  

 The Lliga was largely a party of industrial and aristocratic elites, and as a result its brand 

of Catalan nationalism was seen to be contrary to the interests of the working classes.  Indeed, 

many of the poorest workers in Catalonia had recently moved into the region from elsewhere in 

Spain, making their links to the national project even less profound. The construction leading up 

to the Universal Exposition that was hosted in Barcelona in 1929 helped to bring many thousands 

of migrant workers to the Montjuïc area. These workers came from other parts of Spain and from 

rural Catalonia and lived in barracks. These workers spent their whole lives apart from Catalan 

elites, in run down neighbourhoods such as Jesús i Maria, Can Valero, Les Banderes, 

Maricel and Tres Pins; one neighbourhood was even known colloquially as la Ciudad sin Ley 

(the city without law). In order for the national project to succeed, it needed to expand beyond the 

elites and incorporate those who were building the spectacles used as propaganda by those who 

were building the idea of the nation.  

In the early stages, political Catalanism excluded all but those of above average income. 

To see buildings of such cost and stature growing up among slums and poverty must have been 

difficult for the working classes. It certainly showed that the national project was more invested 

in the economic wellbeing of some, rather than the substantive equality of all. It was the irony of 

the great buildings rising up, surrounded by slums, which led the revolutionary committee of the 

working class neighbourhood of l’Hospitalet to brand the managers of the project “thieves of the 

exhibition.”116 Clearly, if those who were invested in the national project wanted to include a 

greater class base, there was a need to go beyond the grand gestures of the exhibition. These 

                                                        
116 “Decree from the Comité Revolucionari de l’Hospitalet,” Arxiu Historic de l’Hospitalet de Llobregat—
Arxiu Municipal. 
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communities in working class areas located close to bourgeois neighbourhoods did not exhibit 

much in the way of a shared identity with the industrial elites, who were seemingly impervious to 

working class poverty and misery.  

The divide between the working and the middle classes, and the lack of mutual 

understanding, created a culture of hatred and fear. This fear kept the working classes out of the 

national project.  There was a sense among the middle classes that the poor could be divided into 

those who were honest, hardworking and “worthy”, and those "agitators" who cajoled others into 

violence and rebellion. Increasingly, moral panics focused on eliminating the latter group because 

there were fears over what would happen should their “depravity” become the standard. The 

barriers built before the Republic would need to be overcome by the subsequent regime if it was 

to unite people behind a national project. 

Moral panics often took on a geographical aspect, with the locus of criminality being 

Barcelona’s Raval. This area, close to the bourgeois Eixample,117 was described as "Chinatown," 

despite the absence of Asian migrants. This naming was a reflection of its perceived similarity to 

the area depicted in Chicago gangster movies of the time.118 Just like the Chicago of the films, the 

Raval was constructed in literary and media discourse as a nonstop cavalcade of criminality and 

violence. It was through these media constructions of criminality that many of the elites 

encountered the working classes, and through the media that the moral panics were created.  

From the infractions of the lumpenproletariat, elements of the bourgeois media picked and chose 

the ingredients for the collage that they would use to portray a general moral decline among the 

working classes. Such was the extent of the panic in parts of the media that L'Opinió had a "crime 

                                                        
117 Literally translated as “extension” this area contained planned city blocks and today hosts many of the 
most beautiful Catalan modernist buildings.  

118 Ealham, C. “An Imagined Geography: Ideology, Urban Space, and Protest in the Creation of 
Barcelona’s ‘Chinatown’, C. 1835–1936.” International Review of Social History 50, no. 03 (2005): 373–
97 
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of the day" column that hyped up non-remarkable theft and created a moral firestorm using the 

kindling of petty crime.  

Elites in Catalan society harboured a special dislike for the immigrant youth who, they 

claimed, were attracted to the criminal underbelly of the working classes in Barcelona and were a 

threat to the progress and stability of the elite vision of the Catalan nation. The pernicious and 

corrupting influence of this criminal inflow was said to be the root cause of the immorality in 

working class neighbourhoods. The Catalonia of the Renaixença, based in a pastoral idyll, did not 

have a place in the industrial reality of working class Catalonia of the 1920s. Such pronounced 

interclass conflict could not be addressed merely through political rhetoric, and those politicians 

who were invested in a cross class identity relied on cultural policy to bring classes together 

around a national agenda.  

Alongside the barriers presented by migration, but a direct consequence of the same socio 

economic circumstances, were the political and associational impediments to the creation of 

unified national identity. Many in the Catalan working classes had long subscribed to a form of 

politics that kept them away from established parties and elections that they believed neither 

served nor engaged them. The networks of loyalty that existed among the working classes saw 

people take charge of their own living circumstances through a system of mutual support. 

Workers took control of their lives through a web of neighbourhood and extended family groups 

that loosely affiliated themselves to the anarchosyndicalist CNT and its associated unions. 

Neighbourhood groups and informal organizations administered functions normally reserved for 

governments. The working class public sphere formed a safety net that included providing food to 

the hungry, housing to the homeless and childcare to those who were fortunate enough to be 

working. These groups extended their supplanting of the state by maintaining public order, 
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dealing with crime, traffic and even such menial issues as stray dogs.119 Ealham calls the 

community culture of the working class neighbourhoods “a vibrant alternative public sphere, a 

kind of counter-spectacle with its own values, ideas, rituals, organizations and practices, or, in 

Gramscian terms, a counter-hegemonic project.”120  

Neither Catalan nor Spanish nationalization attempts were able to displace the strong 

identities that held together the working class associational and political sphere which was so 

deeply embedded. The state was thus left with the option of using coercion or obtaining consent 

as its means of bringing the working classes into the nation. As we shall see, governments found 

nothing but escalation and retaliation with the use of sanctioned violence. Soon, debate turned on 

the idea of either “Catalanizing” these areas or pacifying them. The perceived depravity and 

destitution in the working class areas led to a left republican outreach movement focused upon 

“improving” the working classes and bringing them into the Republican “big tent” through a 

literate education and physical training. This was part of a “civilizing process,”121 which would at 

once bring the working class up to the level of health and education of the better off, and bring 

the elites close enough to the working class to see that the latter were a useful addition to their 

national program rather than a dangerous threat to it.  

The Ateneu (athenaeum) movement for popular education formed the structure on which 

the Republican big tent could be built. The ateneu movement had its birth in Paris and was a 

product of the liberal romanticism that gave birth to the Jocs Florals. This movement quickly 

grew in working class areas and allowed the Catalan working classes to share resources for 

leisure and education as well as food and housing. Ateneus were essentially membership clubs 

                                                        
119 Ealham, C. Class, Culture, and Conflict in Barcelona, 1898-1937. Routledge, 2005.  

120 Ibid,. P42 

121 Elias, N., and E. Dunning. Quest for Excitement: Sport and Leisure in the Civilizing Process. Blackwell, 
1986 
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with a very low cost of entry that enabled access to education, physical culture and even provided 

affordable foodstuffs in some cases. Through shared basic curriculum, they allowed access to a 

national conversation and culture, based on shared literary experience. The movement in 

Barcelona began with the “Ateneu Català de la Classe Obrera,” founded in 1861. Within decades 

of the first ateneu opening in Barcelona it was replicated across Catalonia with ateneus opening 

in Igualada in 1863, Manresa in 1864 and Tarragona in 1879. Between 1877 and 1914, seventy-

five Ateneus were formed in Barcelona122 and by 1939 there were 138 in Catalonia.123  This 

element of the working class associational sphere offered a point of entry for Catalan nationalism 

into the world of the working classes. It was a concept familiar to both the Republican and 

revolutionary left and offered an important meeting ground for the two.   

As well as the Ateneu, another terrain on which Catalanism could meet the working 

classes was the sports field. Just like education, sport had a role to play in the Republican 

“civilizing process.” It could be argued that sport harnessed neighbourhood loyalties in the same 

way that the revolutionary left did. Despite ideological objections to the divisions and distractions 

sport brought to the working class, anarchism was by no means immune to its appeal. The 

libertarian movement124 had long aimed for los tres ochos: an eight-hour work day, eight hours 

for sleep and eight hours of free time for leisure, and education.125 Sport was quickly becoming 

an important part of the leisure element of this utopian ideal. Through the ideological consensus 

                                                        
122 Ealham, C. Class, Culture, and Conflict in Barcelona, 1898-1937. Routledge, 2005. 

123 Sola, Pere. Els Ateneus Obrers I La Cultura Popular a Catalunya (1900-1939). Barcelona, 1978. 

124 It should be noted that this phrase has a different meaning in this context. In Spanish history the 
Libertarian movement refers to those on the left who oppose the government along anarchist or anarcho 
syndicalist lines.  

125 Smith, A. Red Barcelona: Social Protest and Labour Mobilization in the Twentieth Century. Routledge, 
2002. 
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on the value of sport and physical culture, a national consensus could begin to grow, as the 

various elements of the nation met on sports pitches.  

Clearly, the places where political demands were made, and fulfilled, in this working 

class sphere were not limited to the ballot box and the debate chamber. Radcliff has helped us to 

expand our notion of the political and to understand that the legitimacy of a regime lies not only 

in its ability to maintain a majority in the legislature but also to function within the web of 

political spaces and acts that occur in the streets, pitches, schoolrooms and workplaces of the 

nation. This model will be used here to examine the emergence and establishment of legitimacy 

and consent for the popular cross class Catalan nation.126 In the years before the Republic, there 

would be a radical change in both Catalan sport and politics. The old class based nation of the 

Lliga and the elite sports club would be replaced with a new form of inclusive identity. This 

popular politics and popular sport would bring together the middle and working classes and unite 

them behind a progressive national identity which asserted a distinct Catalan approach to both.  

Developing the Infrastructure of Catalan Identity 

The Evolution of Catalanist Culture in the Early 20th Century 

The political weakness of the Mancomunitat and its legislative powers points to the 

importance of cultural manifestations of identity in the construction of a modern Catalonia.  As 

political autonomy remained limited until 1931, Catalan identity expressed itself in a variety of 

cultural movements, including art, architecture and literature. In the early twentieth century, 

Catalan artists could be seen adopting the styles of Modernisme,127 a movement that encapsulated 

the sense of the infinite possibility of technology and progress in the buildings, plays and 

paintings of its Catalan adherents. This artistic movement captured a moment when Catalonia was 

                                                        
126 Radcliff, P, From mobilization to civil war: the politics of polarization in the Spanish city of Gijón, 
1900-1937, Cambridge 1996 

127 Also known as “Catalan modernism”  
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teeming with ambition and potential. New constructions of identity were offered and new 

expressions of that identity became possible as Catalan economic prowess funded Catalan 

modernism’s cultural moment. Modernisme was inherently based in a modern industrial present 

and thus moved away from the romantic yearning for a rural past. Catalan Modernism celebrated 

the beauty of industry and combined that with the beauty of nature in highly distinctive art and 

architecture. This artistic change and assertion of a Catalan identity, which looked to the future as 

well as the past, was a step forward from the Renaixença. The latter looked to a pastoral past, 

while modernism offered a distinct assertion of a Catalan future that was not opposed to Spain but 

was opposed to catholic, agrarian and monarchist interests within Spanish politics. The growth of 

Barcelona and the Catalan economy allowed for this cultural movement to gain a more permanent 

representation in the very fabric of the city and the nation. The industrial bourgeoisie built town 

houses and country residences in the style of the day, with its characteristic curves and whimsical 

use of elements from nature. By the first decade of the twentieth century, Catalan culture had 

begun to cultivate a self-defined “modernity” that was contrasted to Spanish “backwardness”.   

As well as taking a solid form in the modernist architecture of the city, the sense of a 

distinct Catalan future gained an institutional representation to match its cultural and economic 

presence with the foundation of the Mancommunitat in 1933. The Mancomunitat used its limited 

sovereignty in areas such as education and culture to reinforce Catalan identity. Through 

patronage of high culture and promotion of popular culture and education, the best was made of 

limited resources in disseminating Catalan identity among those who did not form the elites 

traditionally associated with it. This was the beginning of a more broad based national identity 

that accepted limited regional autonomy and asserted itself through a unique culture and 

economic leadership. The Mancomunitat patronized projects such as the Biblioteca de Catalunya, 

a library that helped constitute a national intellectual project and disseminate literature in Catalan 
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and by Catalan authors. This national library and its associated network of local libraries and a 

school for librarians resulted in a tenfold increase in holders of library memberships from 4,000 

to 43,000,128 helping to bring many more people into a Catalan identity. The Mancomunitat also 

began attempts to unify the Catalan language and codify its use through the Institut d'Estudis 

Catalans under Pompeu Fabra.129 This body aimed to add legitimacy and prestige to the Catalan 

language and culture. This was the first step in the written translation of the language from elites 

to the masses, since once codified it could be more easily taught to recent migrants and those who 

had received no formal education. While this was an elite project, it laid the groundwork for later 

translations into popular culture during the Second Republic.  

It should be noted that a paramilitary tendency did exist in Catalan nationalism, which 

emerged largely in reaction to the oppression that a small number of nationalists rerceived at the 

hands of the Dictatorship of the 1920s. Most notable in this regard were Los Escamots, a 

paramilitary organization related to Macià’s Estat Català. This organization’s extreme wing (the 

so called “bandera negra”) tried to assassinate King Alfonso XIII in 1925. The Societat d'Estudis 

Militars (SEM), a paramilitary organization linked to Acció Catalana, and run by Niolcau 

d'Olwer, existed in parallel to the Escamots. The SEM used French military manuals to prepare 

its paramilitary troops. There is little debate that this organization had a purely insurrectionist 

goal for its efforts in training young people. In 1925 the SEM combined with the Escamots130 to 

form the Exèrcit Català (Catalan army). Among its militants we can count Pi i Sunyer and 

                                                        
128 Marimon, Silvia. “La Mancomunitat: El Primer Intent D’estructura D’estat.” Diari Ara, December 18, 
2013. 

129 Pompeu Fabra i Poch was a Catalan philologist and later a supporter of the ERC. He was instrumental in 
the standardization of the Catalan language and published his Gramática de la lengua catalana in 1912 as a 
professor of the Catalan language. Later he published the Diccionari General de la Llengua Catalana in 
1932, a definitive Catalan dictrionary. He was president of the governing council at the Universitat 
Autònoma de Barcelona during the Republic and was arrested for sedition in 1934.  
 
130 The organization itself was disbanded after Primo de Rivera's police arrested and exiled many of its 
higher echelons in 1925  
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d’Olwer, and its leader was Francesc Macià himself. Under Macià ‘s command, the organization 

attempted an assault on Catalonia from the French Catalan territories in November 1926. This 

attempted insurrection has become known as the “Complot de Prats de Molló”. It was an 

unmitigated disaster, thanks to the French police having been pre-warned. Macià and many of his 

co-conspirators were arrested and sentenced in Paris. Macià became something of a popular hero 

in the French press and was sentenced to a paltry two months in jail. By the time of the Second 

Republic, he occupied a prestigious position at the head of the Catalan nation and the ERC, and 

had traded bullets for ballots.  

Education 

The classroom was a primary area for interaction between the Mancomunitat and many 

of the individuals it governed. Schools provided a ready audience of young people who could be 

introduced to the narrative of the nation, and the contribution it could make to Spain and they 

could make to it. The schoolhouse was established as a key site for the creation of national 

identity across Europe at this time, and the Catalan government and regional authorities wished to 

take advantage of the relative autonomy that they enjoyed in this area.  

The result was an investment in education and physical education which was unusual 

among governments of the period. The Catalanist solution to the perceived problem of spreading 

national identity, given few of the usual means, began with the interest of a select elite in 

Barcelona who were quick to incorporate theories from far afield. Dewey, an American 

educational theorist and philosopher, was highly influential.131 Dewey saw education as a way of 

developing the consciousness of the individual about their role in society. Dewey’s pragmatist 

theories of education focused on the full realization of the pupil’s abilities and the value of 

                                                        
131 Pedagogia, política i transformació social (1900-1917). Institut d’Estudis Catalans, 2008. 
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education in a democracy.132 The Catalan education movement also drew on the ideas of the 

German gymnasium and Waldorf School to attempt to bring together classes and political 

groupings through their education. Through this varied sampling of educational theories, Catalan 

pedagogy hoped to reinforce ideas of Europeanness and modernity.  

 Rafael Campalans brought many of these theories into a singular vision in his work, 

Politica vol dir pedagogica, which argued that education was the most pressing political need of 

the nation. Schooling was necessary in order to equip people to “actively exercise their 

citizenship” in a substantive fashion, that is to say, to make educated voting decisions and 

informed choices.133 Campalans himself was born into the working class and was a product of an 

education system and a political party that allowed him to learn his trade as an engineer and 

progress through the PSOE. He drew on the theories he was exposed to in his research and travels 

around Europe, and saw the opportunity for education to serve a political and democratic end. 

Clearly, the Catalan education efforts were growing to match the national political project’s 

expansion from elite politics to mass democracy.  

The Escola Horaciana, which first opened its doors in 1905, marked the beginning of the 

implementation of a Catalan education movement that had goals beyond the classroom. Instead of 

being taught lessons, pupils would learn through co-operative problem solving in environments 

outside of a traditional classroom setting. From these beginnings, there emerged the Escola Nova 

I Unificada movement, an educational philosophy based on a progressive school that allowed for 

young people to work in groups under the supervision, rather than instruction, of an adult. The 

unique teaching methods would encourage co-operation and understanding between young people 

from different backgrounds, and teach them to work towards a common goal. Through 

                                                        
132 Dewey, John. Democracy and Education. Radford, Virginia: Wilder Publications, 2008. 

133 Campalans, Rafael. Politica Vol Dir Pedagogica. Barcelona, 1933. 
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cooperative schooling, young people would learn to operate as a group and perceive a common 

identity. The social goal and societal focus for schooling was not unique to Catalonia, but it 

played an important part in the toolkit available to the Mancomunitat, and later the ERC, for 

creating Catalan citizens. This movement was anchored in theories that proposed that there were 

mutual benefits that came from the synergy between education and democracy.134 

The Escola Nova philosophy of problem solving and a flexible curriculum, combined 

with theories on the value of non-competitive physical activity, led to the founding of several 

experimental education institutions with the Mancomunitat’s support. These flagship institutions 

are indicative of a wider willingness to embrace new methods of education, including those 

which expanded the notion of the classroom and showed Catalonia as the innovative and 

experimental partner in its relationship with the more conservative powers in Madrid. Such 

institutions included the Escola del Bosc in Montjuïc, a project of the Barcelona city council in 

1914. This was the first open air education institution in Catalonia, and it embraced many of the 

contemporary principles of progressive pedagogical theory and excursionism which were in 

vogue at the time. The school drew on British public schools and the scouting movement, as well 

as the Escola Nova’s cooperative education philosophy.  Soon this “forest school” was 

accompanied by the Escola del Mar, which was founded in 1922 to give an education in the open 

air and water, according to the same educational theories. Thus, it represented another innovative 

tendency in Catalan education, the incorporation of modern, non-traditional physical education 

techniques.  

Physical Education 

Physical education became a core element of the Catalanist education. The Mancomunitat 

encouraged this trend with the creation of the Ponencia d’Educacio Fisica i d’Esports (PEFE) in 

                                                        
134 Dewey, John. Democracy and Education. Radford, Virginia: Wilder Publications, 2008. 
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1921 (it officially received a budget in 1922), under the umbrella of the Ministry for Education.135 

The PEFE’s policies focused more on the health, community and hygenism aspect of physical 

education, as opposed to the creation of better soldiers or athletes. The Mancomunitat encouraged 

the inclusion of exercise and gymnastics in the curriculum. Schools had first been intended to 

ensure a basic minimum level of literacy in the workforce, but they were transforming to ensure 

the minimum levels of health and education required to be an active participant in a democracy. 

Schools began to include lessons in physical education, history, and even music, alongside those 

in basic numeracy and literacy. In the post WWI era, the focus was on building healthy citizens, 

and this meant looking to influence the identity and the physical, as well as intellectual, capacities 

of the pupil. As education expanded its remit, so it expanded its theoretical base and much 

physical education theory was included in the Catalan curriculum.  

The theories of French physical educator Georges Herbert were highly influential in the 

building of Catalan pedagogical ideas regarding physical education and identity.  Herbert argued 

that a "natural method" of physical education would best develop the "virile qualities" which 

were desirable in a growing nation’s young people. In practice, this meant a rejection of 

competitive sports and gymnastics and a focus on “the execution of certain difficult or dangerous 

movements.”136 This was an explicitly nationalist and regenerationist approach to physical 

culture, and it closely paralleled the political desire to regenerate Spain and Catalonia through 

Catalan-led initiatives.  

As early as 1897, Narcis Masferrer, himself a member of a group of industrial and 

landowning elites who built links through civil society and the press, founded Los Deportes. 

Masferrer’s publication took a broad spectrum of sports into account and reported on activities 

                                                        
135 Santacana, Carles. La Mancomunitat de Catalunya I La Política Esportiva. Barcelona: Generalitat de 
Catalunya, Departament de la Vicepresidència, Secretaria General de l’Esport, 2004. 

136. Le Sport Contre L’Education Physique. Vol. 2. Editions EP&S, 1993. 
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more accessible to the working classes alongside those confined to elite circles. In 1904, the 

publication took on the subtitle “physical education and national culture,”137 as the interests of 

Masferrer’s social group moved to political nationalization. Los Deportes called for a national 

confederacy of gymnastic and sporting associations and a uniformity of physical instruction as 

early as 1898,138 the year following the formation of the Sociedad Catalana de Gimnástica. Soon 

after, the Federación Gimnástica Española was founded. Nevertheless, without the support of the 

turno parties for popular sport there was a paucity of government resources to create affordable 

facilities and programs. Having seen this lack of uptake, Los Deportes soon filled its pages with 

results and reports from elite sports events, rather than instruction and advice for popular practice.  

The government in Madrid also had a history of interest in physical education but 

Catalonia was at the forefront. Just as in the economy and politics, the Catalan approach was not 

so much entirely “disjunctive” as it was “differential”. The Cortes passed a law on the subject in 

1883 and founded the Escuela Central de Profesores y Profesoras Gimnastica (central school of 

gymnastics teachers) in the same year. Soon there was a discussion across Spain on the subject, 

and Catalonia found itself leading the way. The discourse of physical education followed a more 

general narrative of a Spanish decline and a Catalan solution. Several publications discussing the 

issue, most notably la Gimnasia (which first appeared in 1882 with the subtitle “Revista de 

Educación Física y de Higiene”) and El Gimnasio (1890, published in Barcelona but distributed 

in Spanish and across the nation) appeared as part of the liberal press and advanced solutions 

based in sport and citizenship. El Gimnasio, in its first edition, announced that its goal was the 

promotion of “the physical education of man which has [positive] consequences for both public 

                                                        
137 “Revista de educación física y cultura nacional”. Masferrer, Narcis. Los Deportes, January 1, 1904. 

138 Masferrer, Narcis. Los Deportes, March 1, 1898. 
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and individual health.”139 However, the sports in focus (fencing, horse riding and gymnastics) 

were far from universally accessible at the time (nor are they today), and thus the individuals who 

would see the health benefits were only those of a certain class.   

Contemporary publications concerned themselves with physical education as a matter of 

national interest and as a means of diffusing a national identity. The concern with sport at once 

fuelled, and was fuelled by, the debate on education policy and the curriculum, as both were seen 

as integral in the future of the nation, and both were tools available to the government in a 

situation of limited sovereignty and resources. However, this debate went beyond education and 

into the realm of public health, national self-image and the basis of the ideology on which the 

nation rested. The intellectually concerned and politically engaged public had become aware of 

the value of physical education by the time of the Second Republic, and thus the demands of the 

people for sport (from below), were met with an intellectual demand (from above) resulting in an 

increasing government support forexercise in education.  

Calls for sport as education policy were not limited to one side of the political spectrum. 

Instead, physical education offered opportunities for different political parties and ideologies to 

encounter each other and establish support among different classes. Thinkers such as Josep Elias 

and Josep Maria, who aligned with the Lliga, were supporters of the inclusion of exercise in the 

curriculum. Elias, Maria and others were initiallyadvocates for sport in its elite manifestation, 

especially grand spectacles such as the stadium and Olympic bids. However this group had, over 

time, become more receptive to the ideas of physical education and popular sport. Another 

contributor to the early stages of this debate, from the conservative side of the political spectrum, 

was Eugeni d’Ors. D’Ors (under his pseudonym Xènius) wrote at length in La Veu de Catalunya 

                                                        
139“La educacion fisica del hombre, que es de consequencia la salud publica y privada” El Gimnasio 1, no. 
1 (January 1, 1982). 
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on pedagogical technique and its role in the formation of a national identity.140 Meanwhile, the 

influence of physical education was equally strong with those on the left side of the Catalan 

political spectrum. Politicians and cultural figures such as Jaume Mestres, Josep Anton Trabal, 

Rafael Campalans and Pere Mias,141 were joined by theorists such as Joaquim Xirau,142 Rosa 

Sensat,143 and Artur Martorell,144 who also expounded on the virtues of physical education for 

young people. Although the reasoning behind this support may have differed, sport allowed these 

groups to meet around a shared Catalan physical education and physical culture, and thus better 

establish some common ground for the Catalan political movement.  

The new popular education, with a less ordered and less hierarchical structure, also 

proved popular with anarchist and anarchosyndicalist groups. Such groups had previously been a 

challenging constituency for the elite based Catalan nationalists to appeal to. The libertarian left 

had long felt that a more educated proletariat would be more inclined towards, and capable of, 

creating a better society. Ateneus and workers education facilities were a mainstay of the 

movement and began to embrace the physical, as well as academic development of their members 

before the Second Republic. This made physical education and sports an obvious terrain for the 

                                                        
140 D’Ors work can be found in the Glosari section of La Veu de Catalunya from 1906-1917. There are 
numerous examples of his work on education including D’ Ors, Eugeni. “Entorn de L’educació de La 
Voluntat.” La Veu de Catalunya, October 8, 1906. BNC Digital archive. 

141 Mias had been active in education since the days of the turn of the 20th century and had a long 
established republican heritage previous to serving in the ERC as a counselor and deputy as well as 
undersecretary to the ministry of work. He was a member of the Associació Escolar Republicana, a 
distinction shared with Lluis Companys.  

142 Xirau was a Catalan philosopher and a founder of the Unió Socialista de Catalunya, he later abandoned 
the party when it formed the comintern affiliated Partit Socialista Unificat de Catalunya (PSUC) but 
continued to support the public. This support resulted in his exile after the civil war.  

143 Sensat was at the forefront of theories of education alongside her work in pioneering women’s education 
at the Institut de Cultura i Biblioteca de la Dona. She published many books on education and spoke at 
international conferences on the subject. 

144 Martorell was an influential educator who taught at the Catalan pedagogical academy, the Escola 
Normal de Mestres, during the Second Republic.  
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nationalists and the libertarians to meet. Through physical education, these groups could come 

together and create citizens with a shared identity, rather than build walls between political 

groups. Once they had met on the pitches and in the gymnasia, they could forge a closer alliance 

towards the physical and political empowerment of Catalan citizens.  

Non-competitive physical culture did not do away with the influence of competitive sport 

in schools and physical education. This fascination with sport in general, and football in 

particular, is an important element in the growth of popular sport and physical culture in the early 

20th century. Josep Elias saw sport as an important part of a focus on physical formation and 

advocated for its inclusion in the curriculum. The competition, he felt, would strengthen resolve 

in young people.145 The problem with sport was that it came to the educator as an existing 

product, leaving little room for innovation on the part of the nation builders. Boxing (by far the 

most popular combat sport at the time) was targeted as violent and a poor way of socializing 

young people, as it encouraged and rewarded physical violence and a lack of respect for one’s 

opponent. Football was also seen as ill-suited for youth education and the formation of 

democratically inclined young Catalans. Not only did the most popular ball sport bias the body 

towards “asymmetry and the atrophy of certain muscles,”146 but it also led to a high level of 

competition between young people at the cost of working together. Despite this theoretical 

objection, football remained the activity of choice of the Catalan working classes.  

This aloof distaste for a sport that captivated the masses suggests that intellectual debates 

on physical culture and popular demand for physical culture were still divergent. Just like Catalan 

politics, these elite interests would have to change to appeal to a broader audience. During the 

Second Republic, many organizations embraced football as a way to reach out to young people 

                                                        
145 Josep Elias i Juncosa. La Veu de Catalunya, May 12, 1912. 

146 Pelicier, Emili. “Gimnas I Esport.” Butlletí AEP, October 1, 1922. 



83 

 

    

  

who preferred the stadium to the classroom and could be enticed to balance the former with the 

latter through sport. The political nation and physical education movement would both grow into 

broader entities under the ERC.     

Sport in Catalan Identity before the Republic 

Reflecting this popular interest, there was a huge growth of sports in Catalonia leading up 

to the Second Republic, with 5 registered sporting entities in 1914, compared to 287 in 1930.147 

Of these new entities, 45% were clubs for football, walking, cycling or boxing.148 All of these 

sports have a very low financial barrier to entry, so this upsurge in clubs represents not just a 

growth in elite leisure, but a growth in popular, accessible sport. These sporting bodies were 

varied and diverse in their composition and in their political goals. Some clubs placed national 

identity above party politics or performance; others were the opposite in this regard. One hundred 

and sixty sports periodicals were registered in the same period (1914-1930), showing a huge 

interest in sport on the part of the public.149  

As with physical education, there was also a theoretical foundation for the sports 

movement.150 As early as 1906, Josep Elias had written about improving the “energy” and 

“vitality” of the people of Catalonia in the sporting periodical El Mundo Deportivo.151 In his 

writing, Elias suggested that sport could be used to promote the health and productivity, as well 

as identity and happiness, of the population. In 1915, the Federació Atletica de Catalunya was 

                                                        
147 Xavier Pujadas. Catalunya i L’olimpisme. COC Catalan, 2006. 

148 Actually 1 year longer (from 1914-1931) Pujadas, Xavier, and Carles Santacana i Torres. L’esport És 
Notícia: Història de La Premsa Esportiva a Catalunya (1880-1992). Diputació de Barcelona, 1997. 

149 Pujadas, Xavier, and Carles Santacana i Torres. L’esport és Notícia: Història de La Premsa Esportiva a 
Catalunya (1880-1992). Diputació de Barcelona, 1997. 

150 Josep Elias i Juncosa. Els Jocs de Pilota. consell de pedagogica popular, 1921. 

———. Exercicis de Mar. consell de pedagogica popular, 1921. 

151 Josep Elias. El Mundo Deportivo, June 21, 1906. 
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founded by Elias to bring together thinking on sport. This realization of the value of sport for 

creating identity and wellbeing offered a way to make working classes both more Catalan and 

healthier, a win-win for the industrial bourgeoisie.152It was not just the industrialists who 

embraced this modern form of leisure. There was even a contribution to the argument for the 

importance of sports put forth by Rovira I Virgili,153 who stated that, with respect to football, 

“writers, moralists, psychologists and politicians cannot be uninterested in this issue [football] nor 

place it in a location of secondary importance.”154Thus sport, at first seen as a means of 

improving the health and productivity of the working classes, became a means of bringing class 

groups together as a single team with a common goal and shared identity. As educational policy 

and sovereignty returned to Barcelona with the proclamation of the Second Republic, so Catalan 

popular sport would grow, building on the theoretical base that had been established earlier.155 

Physical activity was established as a key part of the education of young people, as integral to the 

health and strength of the nation and to the government policies that promoted these goals.   

The Catalan government also did what it could to support sports. As the First World War 

was ravaging the rest of Europe, Catalonia was enjoying an industrial boom. A fixation on 

                                                        
152 Jaume Mestres. “Ideas Acerca de Los Juegos Olímpicos.” Jornada Deportiva, November 14, 1921. The 
concept of Catalan national teams is explored in another chapter of this work.  

153 Rovira I Vrigili was an ERC politician, confirmed Catalan nationalist and, after the civil war, a member 
of the Catalan government in exile. Throughout his life he remained a prolific writer. Antoni Rovira i 
Virgili. La Raca, December 26, 1922.  

154 “perquè no he de tractar, en aquesta revista I amb la meva firma, del problema del futbol a Catalunya? 
Aquest problema no es avui simplement esportiu . ha passat, ja fa temps , a la categoria de problema social 
I espiritual. Els escriptors, els moralistes, els psicolegs I els politics no poden desinteressar-se d'aquest 
problema, ni poden posar-lo en un lloc secundari o especialitzat com el que ocupen els ecacs, el billiar o 
natacio” quoted in Abadia Naudí, Sixte. “Nadala 08: L’esport a Catalunya, de Fundació Lluís Carulla.” 
Aloma: Revista de Psicologia, Ciències de L’educació I de L’esport Blanquerna, no. 23 (2008): 223–25. 

155 Even Catalonia’s most noted artist, Salvador Dali, and his avant-gardist colleagues expressed a strong 
support for physical education. In the 1928 Manifest Groc, Dali outlined the "intense merriment and gaiety" 
which could be found at sporting events and suggested that they were an alternative to the established 
cultural institutions that he so despised. Sport proved to be a great force in uniting the people of Catalonia 
and education through sport a great way of empowering them. 
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participation in the Olympics took hold among the Catalan industrial elite during this period. This 

elite made up the first concerted Catalan political movement and wished to announce itself abroad 

through culture, as well as in politics through the Lliga.  Soon the construction of a multi sport 

stadium, and the hosting of international events became part of their strategy for integrating 

Catalonia into “European modernity”. A nation could exhibit its athletic, architectural and 

industrial prowess in a stadium; they were the cathedrals of the modern age. There were calls for 

an Olympic level facility to be built in the city and provisions to be made for Catalans to witness 

and participate in the spectacle of record performances.156 With the First World War and other 

distractions, support for the project waxed and waned, but media baron Narcis Massferrer and 

anglophile sports enthusiast Josep Elias were doggedly insistent on pushing forward with the plan 

of building a facility for football, swimming and athletics, complete with seating and changing 

facilities, at the end of the Diagonal.157 

After the war, in 1919, a “stadium club” was formed in Barcelona.  The club’s members 

were looking for an alternative to the exposition, planned for 1917 and delayed by the First World 

War. The palaces of industry were to be replaced by palaces of sport, but the impulse behind both 

projects was the same. The Stadium Club was led by the “prestigious” industrialist Baron Joan 

Antoni de Güell (whose father had patronized Gaudi), and supported by Fransesc Cambó and 

many other powerful figures within the Lliga.  

Soon the cause of the stadium was in vogue. The same people who had supported Catalan 

art and high culture were now patrons of Catalan sport and physical culture. The narrative that 

was employed in economics and politics was reinforced in this stadium movement; Catalonia 

would lead Spain in integration into a more European modernity. This facility would bring the 

                                                        
156 Josep Elias i Juncosa. “El Estadio Catalán.” Atletica, December 15, 1916. 

157 Elias i Juncosa, Josep. “Estadis Antics I Moderns, L’Estadi Català.” D’Aci D’allà. January 3, 1918. 

La Vanguardia, July 6, 1917. 
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world to their city and show their nation to the world. In November of 1919, the Stadium Club 

called a large “Mitin de afirmación deportiva”. The meeting was heavily reported upon in the 

Catalan media, and its attendees were the Catalan industrial and aristocratic elites. This 

combination of the media, which increasingly helped constitute political identities, the bourgeois, 

who increasingly controlled economic power, and the old elites, could not have better fitted with 

the emerging Catalan politics. Photographs of the meeting show a room packed with tailored 

suits, expensive hats and affluent young men. These young men had grown up with leisure time 

and access to the educational ideals of English public schools, with their particular emphasis on a 

“muscularly Christian”158 education system.  Sports and stadia represented a way of illustrating 

Catalonia’s integration into a modern, industrial and European narrative and moving away from 

the “black legend” of Spanish backwardness.  

Just as in the political debates of the era, there was a nagging voice calling for a greater 

inclusion of the popular classes in the national sport project. Josep Trabal, to the great 

consternation of those present, delivered “a lengthly plea” from a box at the back of the room. 

Trabal was joined by El Heraldo Deportivo in his criticism of the movement, which would “not 

advance the progress of sport by one millimetre”. He argued that a focus on spectacle and elite 

athletics was not what was needed to build a stronger and healthier nation. It quickly became 

clear that the definition of progress that Trabal had in mind differed from that of the others in the 

room. Trabal felt that it would be better to have “200,000 mediocre athletes and not a single 

champion.”159 For those of this mindset, progress was measured by the benefit for those living in 

the nation and making up the bulk of its population. For the wealthy industrialists, the benefits 

                                                        
158 Dunning, Eric, and Kenneth Sheard. Barbarians, Gentlemen and Players: A Sociological Study of the 
Development of Rugby Football. Psychology Press, 2005.  

159 “hara avanzar en un milimetro nuestro progreso deportivo.... Jose trabal, des.de un palco, intento, sin 
conseguirlo por el escandolo producido en la sala, leer un extenso alegato. ... es preferible que en espana 
posea 200,000 meidanas athelticas sin ningun campeon.” “Mitin Deportivo.” Heraldo Deportivo. October 
25, 1919. 
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were measured in terms of the attitudes of those outside of Catalonia. Essentially, while the 

assembled investors saw the stadium as an alternative to the exposition, Trabal saw the stadium as 

an opportunity for the people of the nation. Clearly, the popular sport discourse established itself 

very early in the nation’s interaction with sport. This debate reflected not only on sport but on the 

nation and who it belonged to. However, it was not until the Republic that the nation, and sport, 

would become truly popular.  

Despite Trabal’s speech, the stadium project was built according to elite interests. A site 

in the park at Montjuïc was chosen, as it offered much more space adjacent to the city than the 

more central proposed site on the Diagonal. With a location favoured by the rich industrialists (it 

was part of the land allocated to an Electrical industry section of the exposition), the support of 

the city and of the Lliga, the project quickly grew. In January of 1921, the architect Jaume 

Mestres i Fossas outlined plans for a “monumental stadium” in line with those in Antwerp and 

Stockholm. He would design the stadium with the positive classicism espoused by the modern 

Olympic movement.160 There would be classical pavilions and provisions for many flags, seating 

for spectators and facilities for the press.161 Even the design of the stadium took into account the 

symbols of nationalism and the means of diffusing it. Many spectators could fit in the stands, and 

they would all be able to see the nation’s flags flying high above them, imbuing the performances 

with national symbology. The media would enjoy uninterrupted views, and thus a prime 

opportunity to share the carefully framed spectacle. In April of that year, the stadium was 

inaugurated unofficially with a game between journalists and architects (at the suggestion of 

                                                        
160 Brantlinger, Patrick. Bread & Circuses: Theories of Mass Culture as Social Decay. Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1983. 

161  “El caràcter monumental del Estadio vendrà definido por el de los citados pabellones, por las 
columnas en la parte superior de las graderías y las estatuas que con las grandes banderas estarán 
colocadas ordenadamente en el pie del corte de la cantera, resaltando el fondo oscuro de las plantas” “La 
Construccion Del Estadio de Montjuich.” Stadium, January 15, 1921. 
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Elias).162 Later, in December, the official opening occurred with 32,000 present to watch FC 

Barcelona play Sparta Prague.163 The first match was the opening for those who paid for the 

stadium; the latter was the opening for those who would fill its seats and, for the most part, create 

the spectacles that it would host in years to come. Begun as an elite project, the stadium was 

quickly filling with people of all classes.  

The same motivation that initiated the Stadium movement led to a broader desire to build 

something even more ambitious that would attract the entire world and impress them with Catalan 

industry and ingenuity. This initially manifested itself in multiple attempts to bring the Olympic 

Games to Barcelona. Although unsuccessful, the repeated candidacies gave rise to the Comitè 

Olímpic Català (COC, Catalan Olympic Commission), separate to the Spanish commission in 

Madrid. Again, the roots laid down in this period would bear fruit during the Republic with the 

Popular Olympics of 1936. This Olympic commission was as important as the stadia in providing 

Catalonia with the infrastructure it needed to host international sporting events. However, it 

would not be until the Second Republic that Barcelona could fully realize the goal of hosting 

massive international sporting spectacles. Following the rejection of the Catalan Olympic bids by 

the IOC, the stadium which had been a success in 1921 fell into disrepair and ruin. In 1923, La 

Jornada Deportiva reported that grass grew in the stands and that, what had once been a source of 

pride had become “a shame on Catalonia.”164 

Alongside the demand for sport facilities, and perhaps in some part due to it, there was a 

desire for Catalan teams and an increasing ability to organize them. Although these teams were 

                                                        
162 Có de Triola, Josep. “Apostillas, El ‘Estadi Català’.” Stadium, December 24, 1921. 

163 El Mundo Deportivo, December 1, 1921. 

164 “Aquello ni es un estadio ni es nada. Está peor de lo que estaba. La graderías no existen. Las hierbas y 
las espigas lo cubren todo. El terreno de juego, aquel terreno que fue escenario de grandes y memorables 
encuentros, está mucho peor de lo que estaba. Y la pista, aquella pista con la que solamos una y mil veces 
completamente terminada, está completamente interminada y hasta la hierba crece en ella”. “Una 
Verguenza Para Cataluña.” La Jornada Deportiva, June 22, 1923. 
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far from “national” at first, they later became so. Just as Catalan national politics grew from an 

elite interest group to a mass phenomenon, so did its representative teams.  Beginning as far back 

as 1904, a nominally Catalan team played football matches against visiting sailors, diplomats and 

local sports clubs.165 At first, this team was largely composed of migrants from Northern Europe 

(their opposition included the London Civil Service and the “Sportsmen’s Club”). The team 

continued to compete against local clubs, such as Nàstic in Tarragona, and the Barcelona elite 

teams FC Barcelona and Espanyol, throughout the following decades. There were also occasional 

clashes with Basque sides. During the Republic, the team would more accurately reflect the 

nation and it would become a fixture not just in the elite social circle but also in the mass popular 

cultural sphere.  

 As early as 1912, Elias suggested that athletes and organizers should work together in 

order to better represent Catalonia in competitions abroad, and he called for a more coherent 

organization of “national” sport.166 This would have a twofold advantage; it would constitute the 

nation as self-evident abroad and thus gain it international status, and it would unite the Catalans 

at home through the shared experience of supporting and following “their” team abroad through 

the sports press. Later, as the network of clubs grew, these teams could be selected from 

federations and clubs, further taking advantage of the connectivity between them. This form of 

sports diplomacy took root with social elites before it later spread to the masses, much like the 

national identity it supported.  

Los Deportes was far from the only publication to emerge during this period. When 

Catalanist publications met with repression, sporting media seemed to offer an alternative outlet 

                                                        
165 “Notas de Sport.” La Vanguardia, February 13, 1904. 

166 “acabéssim les rivalitats dels clubs i re- gionals, i de què els homes de bona voluntat treballéssim per la 
unió de tots els atletes del nostre país, primer cap a la possibilitat d’una Unió Nacional que triés l’equip 
que represen- tés el nostre país a la V Olimpíada”. Josep Elias i Juncosa. La Veu de Catalunya, May 12, 
1912. 
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for identities. Beginning in 1921, but specifically during the dictatorship, there was a boom in the 

volume of sports media, with 138 new sports titles emerging from Catalonia during the following 

decade.167  Sporting journalism emerged as a safer and more sustainable platform from which to 

criticize the regime than politics or the news media. The magazine “Xut!” began this tendency, 

with its satirical linkage of sports and political issues. Using pseudonyms, many authors were 

able to criticize the government using this platform in a way that was at once safe and effective. 

In sport as in politics and economics, the narrative of Catalonia leading Spain was obvious. The 

increase in writing about sports allowed for sport to become something that was coded as 

“serious” and worthy of policy attention and national focus rather than just a distraction.  

The growth in sports media was not unique to Barcelona, with the press reporting on 

events in most Catalan urban areas by the Second Republic: Sports (1908) came from Tarragona, 

Sabadell Esportiu (1914) and L’Esforç (1920) from Sabadell, Art i Esport (1915) from Girona, 

Stadium (1919) from Figueras, Mataró Deportiu (1922) from Mataró, Esport i Cultura (1922) 

from Igualada, Reus Sport (1923) from Reus, and Lleida Deportiva (1923) from Lleida. This 

geographical diversity of sporting publications suggests a widespread interest in sports, and in the 

possibilities for dissent using sports media.  

Besides the more obviously ideological sporting publications, there were more general 

sporting periodicals. These publications often carried reports, notices and analyses of popular 

sport and its popular Catalanist meaning, alongside their major focus on spectacle sport. Notable 

for this tendency are: El Mundo Deportivo (1906),168 Los Deportes (1918), l’Esport Català 

(1925) and Stadium (1919). All three were creations of the insatiable energy of Narcis Masferrer. 

Among many other foundations and projects, Masferrer created the Society for Sports Journalists 

                                                        
167 Pujadas, Xavier, and Carles Santacana i Torres. L’esport És Notícia: Història de La Premsa Esportiva a 
Catalunya (1880-1992). Diputació de Barcelona, 1997. 

168 Which became twice weekly in 1923 and daily in 1929 
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in 1922 and gave an impulse to organization, professionalization and expansion in the sports 

journalism movement. It was from this source that the popular sporting press emerged and grew 

beyond Masferrer’s stable to include new titles and see increased circulation for older ones.169 On 

top of the proliferation of general sport titles, there were numerous sport specific publications 

such as Boxeo (1921), Gol (1923) and El Ring (1925). However these publications rarely made 

the leap from sport to identity.  

This groundwork created a climate in which sports could be written and read about by the 

Catalan citizenry, and in which sports journalism was “serious” enough to carry a political and 

national message. The first such publication to address the function of sport as social policy was 

La Jornada Deportiva, founded in 1921 and published daily by 1923. The publication went 

beyond the reporting of elite events to address the “missió social”170 of sports. Through its 

sporting, rather than political, branding, the publication was able to bridge the divide between the 

social groups who read about sports and the political groups who wrote about popular sport. Such 

was the link that grew between physical culture and literature that the Catalan Football 

Association offered writing prizes in October 1929. Clearly this relationship between sports and 

the media was a reciprocal one, benefitting sports, journalism and the Catalan national project.171 

During the early days of the Republic, it was the press that served as the mouthpiece for 

the popular sport movement. Furthermore, the reach of the press gave the movement a coherence 

and truly national character. The groundwork for this role was set by the importance of the 

                                                        
169 This boom included periodicals such as Gráfica Deportiva (1921), Vida Deportiva (1921), La Jornada 
Deportiva (1921), Barcelona Sport (1922), El Campeón (1923), Sports (1923), Diario de Sports (1923), 
Crónica Deportiva 1925), l’Esport Català (1925), Arte y Sport (1926), Gráfic Sport (1926), Deportes 
(1928), La Gaceta Deportiva (1928), and Deportes y Letras (1929) 

170 “Una Verguenza Para Cataluña.” La Jornada Deportiva, June 22, 1923. 

171 Poch-Gasau, Anna. “Sport: A Literary Referent in  Catalonia 1920-36.” In Sporting Cultures, edited by 
David Wood and P Louise Johnson. Routledge,2008 
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popular sporting press in maintaining Catalan identity under the Dictatorship. By 1930 there was 

a notable and coherent discourse of "Esport i Ciutadania"172 in sporting periodicals. Many of the 

journalists who had gained their stripes in these popular sporting publications in the years of the 

Dictatorship went on to form the ideological and literary core of the popular sports movement 

later. A sense of Catalan separateness and cultural leadership had combined irrevocably with a 

love of sports to create a unique discourse on, and approach to, sports. This movement began in a 

setting of limited sovereignty but would grow under the Second Republic 

Civil Society and Sport in Catalonia Before 1931 

A key player in the construction of sport and national infrastructure before 1931 was civil 

society. In the absence of a state providing services, civil society filled in many of the gaps. This 

included the provision of education, mutual insurance and labour insurance. These same civil 

society efforts can be seen in sport, where it was often civil society groups that led the way for 

later state efforts under the Second Republic.  

As Catalan identity increased its cross class appeal, many of the civil society 

manifestations of this identity followed suit. The sporting clubs which helped form Catalan civil 

society included elite focused sports such as polo, tennis and motor racing, as well as those that 

would later be expanded to the popular classes. Notable among the latter tendency was the Club 

Natació Barcelona. The club was founded in 1907 and began as an elite leisure facility. It 

progressed through several facilities as it grew in the predominantly working class dock area of 

La Barceloneta. The club began by serving the few who could afford its subscriptions, but as it 

progressed it embraced other classes and other sports such that, by the time of the arrival of the 

Republic, it could take on a key role in the public health and popular sport movement.  

                                                        
172 This was the subtitle of the popular sports newspaper La Rambla which went through various titles after 
being repeatedly banned by Primo’s censors.  
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Likewise, the Ateneu movement was an important civil society initiative, even before 

1930.173 This movement was integral in creating the “big tent” identity that made up the ERC’s 

program. Thus Socialists, republicans and anarchists all invested in the educational project of the 

Ateneu. Among these groups, the Ateneu Enciclopedic Popular  (AEP) was one of the largest.  

Founded in 1902, the AEP played a role in the formation of the cross class politics that led to the 

ERC and in the education of the working classes. Alongside this political role, the AEP was part 

of the creation of a popular sporting sphere. The organization also had a relationship with sport 

before the Republic. In 1920, for example, regular boxing events were held at the AEP’s 

facilities, and the AEP participated in the founding of a Catalan boxing federation in 1922.174 

However, the main focus of the AEP’s physical culture program was on a more restrained and 

ordered gymnastics. From its origins in the early 1920s, the AEP’s regular Butlletí contained a 

sports and gymnastics section that would outline the physical benefits and methods of the various 

sports that could be practiced at the ateneu.175 Authors in the AEP’s bulletin argued that there was 

a synergistic relationship between "rational" physical culture and pedagogy.176 Just as the 

education programs were not so much vocational as designed to address the failures of a system 

that focused on learning only for financial gain, so the physical programs aimed to create 

physically more balanced bodies and minds to address the physical and intellectual impacts of 

industrial labour.  

                                                        
173 Flecha, Ramón. “Spanish Society and Adult Education.” International Journal of Lifelong Education 9, 
no. 2 (1990): 99–108. doi:10.1080/0260137900090203. 
sola, pere. Els Ateneus Obrers I La Cultura Popular a Catalunya (1900-1939). Barcelona, 1978. 
 
174 Llorente, Juli. Historia de La Boxa Catalana. Barcelona: Tot editorial, 1995. 

Pedret, Gerard. “La Revoulció  Esportiva: El Sindicat de Boxejadors Professionals de La CNT.” Ebre 38, 
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175 Pelicer, Emili. “La Lluita Greco Romana.” Butlletí AEP, December 1, 1920. 
176 Pelicer, Emili. ibid 
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The young ateneu members who would form the initial physical education classes in the 

1920s later became those who participated in and promoted republican popular sport.177 Dr. 

Jaume Aiguader Miró, a medical doctor who served as president of the AEP from 1921-1925, 

would become a founding member of the ERC. His presidency at the AEP saw a dramatic rise in 

the importance of physical culture in the AEP’s activities and Miró himself attended conferences 

on the value of physical education. It was figures like Miró in the leadership of the AEP who 

would develop the theories that linked politics, pedagogy and physical education. It was in the 

discourse between intellectuals, politicians, the football fans and factory workers in the ateneu 

movement that popular sport was born. It was in the Republic that this movement was realized 

across the nation.   

Labour and education groups also played an integral role in the establishment of the ERC 

and Catalan civil society. These unions added sports sections, as sport became a popular way of 

associating and forming bonds. Of note among such groups was the shop stewards union, the 

Centre Autonomista de Dependents del Comerç i de la Indústria (CADCI), which was founded in 

1903with a sports section established in 1905. Before Primo de Rivera took office, CADCI had 

over 20,000 adherents and satellite branches in other cities across Catalonia and was allied to the 

Lliga. The CADCIs Secció d’Esport i Excursions built a gymnasium as early as 1906 with the 

aim of “facilitating the practice of physical culture necessary for the members to secure the best 

conditions in life.”178 CADCI added various sports facilities as it grew and participated in the 

founding of regional sports governing bodies such as the Federacio Catlana de Boxa in 1922.179 

It aimed to use sport to enhance the belonging its members felt both to the organization and to the 

                                                        
177 The AEP could count Companys, Pestaña and many others among its members in this period  
178 “facilitar als seus associats la practica de la cultura fisica necessaria per a assegurar-los les ,illors 
condicions de vida” CADCI. Seccio Permanent d’Esports I Excursions: Reglament. CADCI, April 28, 
1933. 

179 Llorente, Juli. Historia de La Boxa Catalana. Barcelona: Tot editorial, 1995. 
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nation. However, CADCI was closed down by the Dictatorship in 1925 for “antipatriotic”180 

activity. The centre reopened in 1926 having lost the “a” from its title, and its labour 

representation was reconstituted with the right wing “Sindicatos Libres,” who were more 

amenable to the government in Madrid, at the helm.181 

It was not just individual organizations but the organizational sphere that they constituted 

which made up a distinctly Catalan civil society. Through this organizational sphere, sport and 

national civil society became more cross class. Through this web of interconnected groups, 

different class and geographical bases came together and could begin  to better understand each 

other and build an imagined community. By 1920, there were two Catalan football divisions, and 

teams had spread far beyond middle class immigrants from Northern Europe, to include the 

residents of industrial suburbs and towns.182 Sport was an increasingly normal part of the Catalan 

experience, regardless of class. These governing bodies constituted a “web” of civil society 

groups, helping to create the notion of a shared Catalan project.  

The flagship civil society sporting association was. It would grow from a combination of 

Northern European factory owners and Catalan elites to a motivating site for Catalan identity for 

the popular classes over the course of the Restoration and the Dictatorship.183 As early as 1908, 

                                                        
180  Clearly the “patria” in question here is Spain, not Catalonia. Río Santos, Sonia del. Corporativismo y 
relaciones laborales en Cataluña (1928-1929): una aproximación desde la prensa obrera. Bellaterra, 
Barcelona: Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona, Servei de Publicacions, 2002.  

181 The Libres were unions which existed to challenge the anarchosyndicalist sindcatos unicos, their base 
was in Carlist politics but they grew with official support as the CNT was persecuted under Severiano 
Martínez Anido’s civil governorship of Barcelona.  

182 There are many such examples but Badalona and Sans both had their own clubs by the 1920s.  

183 It grew from just 38 in 1908 when the club faced a very real threat of collapse to 3,500 in 1920 and 
12,000 in 1924. McFarland, Andrew. “Building a Mass Activity: Fandom, Class and Business in Early 
Spanish Football.” Soccer & Society 8, no. 2–3 (2007): 205–20. 
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the committed Catalanist, Joan Gamper,184 established a relationship between FC Barcelona and 

Francesc Cambó. Also a member of the “blaugrana”185 club was Joan Ventosa i Calvell, another 

important member of the Lliga. By 1919, FC Barcelona had established themselves as the 

“Catalan” club after they (along with many other cultural bodies), voted in favour of the 

ratification of the Catalan autonomy statue in January of that year. The structure of the club, 

which made loyal fans dues paying members, further increased the sense of popular ownership of 

the club even though it was an elite sporting institution. It was this sense of cross class ownership 

and investment in a sporting project that became part of the Republican national project.  

What makes the stance of FC Barcelona regarding Catalan autonomy more notable is the 

fact that their rival club RCD Espanyol did not support the statute. In doing so, Espanyol created 

an instant and lasting impression that to support FC Barcelona was to support Catalonia, and to 

support their “eternal rivals”186 was to align oneself with Madrid. Clearly, the popularity of elite 

sports and the value of fan identity had not been overlooked by either side of the national debate. 

By 1910, RCD Espanyol had formed a connection to the centralist Radical Republican party led 

by Alejandro Lerroux. This party opposed Catalan nationalist incursions into working class 

identity and Catalan nationalism in general. The battle lines of nationalism had been drawn on the 

terraces as well as the ballot boxes and the fields of play. It was links with the Catalan political, 

economic and literary “high society”, alongside the support of thousands of the less well-off 

Catalan workers, that helped the club to prosper, and this same alliance would help the nation to 

thrive in the Republic.   

                                                        
184 Gamper was himself a migrant; his given name was Hans Kamper. He had moved to Barcelona in 1898, 
learned Catalan and took on a Catalan name. He founded FC Barcelona in 1899 with an advert in Los 
Deportes declaring his intention to form a football team. 

185 The team’s fans tend to use this nickname, based on the iconic kit design and colour scheme.   

186 “48 Hores Abans.” La Rambla, January 4, 1932. 
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The role of civil society sports associations like FC Barcelona was especially crucial 

during the Dictatorship, which was extremely restrictive on the expression of Catalan autonomy 

and removed many of the powers that the Mancomunitat had previously enjoyed. Again, this 

forced those who were invested in the propagation of the Catalan nation to find means of 

expression outside of the political sphere. Soon, civil society in general and sports in particular 

would take up and carry the Catalan flag.  

Thus, engagement in politics was low but mass engagement in sports grew. The latter 

offered opportunities for personal growth and success, the former largely did not. The result of 

this system was a world where, in many neighbourhoods and industrial towns of Catalonia, there 

were no political rallies that would match the draw of a big game. But there were still 

opportunities for national sentiment at these events. Thus, Primo de Rivera closed the club down 

after fans heckled the Spanish national anthem in 1925.187 The regime aggressively pursued 

Gamper, “inviting” him to leave the country, until he committed suicide that same year. What 

was at stake was not merely trophies or cups, but the identity of the masses who moved into 

Catalonia from other parts of Spain. For the Dictatorship it was not only the Jocs Florals, but also 

football, that needed to be suppressed in order to expunge Catalan nationalism. It was the 

working classes who helped football grow, and they made up a large percentage of both the 

players and the spectators. The football club, with its co-operative membership structure and 

accessible location, became a focus of working class identity and as important an element in 

Catalan culture as the Liceu or the Sagrada Familia.  

The possibilities for undermining authority’s attempts at control using sport to create a 

“contested terrain”188 extend beyond this context. Catalan sports stepped up and carried the 

                                                        
187 Burns, J. Barça: A People’s Passion. Bloomsbury, 1999. 

188 Hall, Stuart. “Notes on Deconstructing the Popular’.” Cultural Theory and Popular Culture: A Reader, 
1998, 442. 
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nation’s flag when the dictatorship removed it from the offices of government, competing 

internationally in sporadic events against both club teams and composite sides abroad.  Teams 

sometimes took on the “Catalan” moniker and at other times clubs competed under their own 

colours. While these were not “national” teams, they helped to create a perception of Catalonia as 

distinct, and to give the people of Catalonia a shared cultural experience and a site on which to 

come together. One participant termed the FC Barcelona touring side of 1928 as “an excellent 

representative of Catalonia.”189 Likewise, civil society organizations continued to grow under 

Primo’s regime, when political organizations did not. These were the roots of a “national” civil 

society that grew under the Second Republic. 

Both football and basketball “Catalan” teams played abroad during the Republic. The 

nominally “Catalan” football team’s first international clashes were less than auspicious; a 7-0 

defeat to France in a Tournament held in the Basque border town of Irun in 1912 was followed by 

2-1 defeats at home and away to the Czech190 side in 1925.191 The Catalan selection did not enjoy 

full liberty to compete until the Second Republic, when the Madrid based Federacion Española 

de Futbol allowed them the chance to compete against foreign club teams and national sides such 

as Brazil.192 Less popular than the football side, the national basketball team played one game 

                                                        
189 In 1928 FC Barcelona embarked on a tour of Uruguay and Argentina funded by the 71,975.71 pesetas 
contributed by its socis. In sporting terms, the tour was little short of a disaster. Of the 8 games; 5 were 
defeats, 2 draws and only 1ended in victory.  However from a diplomatic perspective, the tour was much 
more of a success. The team’s doctor wrote that the “fervent devotion” of the expatriate community to their 
“Catalan neighbours…whom they had not forgotten”. The team cemented in the mind of the people of 
Argentina the fact that Catalonia was a nation with an agenda apart from Spain and that FC Barcelona was 
that nation’s representative. Letter from Emili Moragas to his Family, 5th August 1928 quoted in Lluch, L. 
“Beckhams Del 1928.” Avui, July 25, 2003. 

190 As will be noted in a subsequent chapter, the Czech model of national liberation through physical 
culture was of great interest to the Catalans, making this game doubly interesting for the purposes of this 
study.  

191 Raduà, Josep Maria. Història de Totes Les Seleccions Esportives Catalanes (1904-2005). Barcelona: 
DCOM, 2005. 

192 “Breves.” ABC, June 23, 1934. 
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against Argentine opposition in March of 1927 before playing more during the exposition at 

Montjuïc in 1929.193 These teams may not have been entirely representative of the nation, or have 

done much on their own to create national identity, but the summation of such efforts constituted 

a world within which Catalonia and Catalanism were motivating axes of identity. The fact that, 

during the Republic, Spain and Catalonia could compete fraternally fits well with a narrative of 

competition within the bounds of mutual understanding.  

Soon sporting architecture became a way to assert affluence and independence in a way 

that Barcelona had long done through Modernist buildings under the Restoration regime. Football 

officially became a professional sport in Spain in 1926. Over the following decade, 4 stadia were 

built in Barcelona to facilitate massive increases in spectator numbers. By the end of the 1920s, 

Barcelona was home to the Estadi Catala in Montjuïc (1921), the Estadi Corts, home of FC 

Barcelona (1922), the Sarria, home of RCD Espanyol (1923) and the huge complex surrounding 

the Montjuïc stadium and converting it into the “palace of sports” that was built in 1929 for the 

Barcelona exposition and the world’s fair. 

Both in terms of spectating and participating, football wove itself into the social fabric of 

the working classes.194 Stadia grew to accommodate the huge crowds, FC Barcelona routinely 

drew in excess of 25,000 and the club’s stadium was known as a “cathedral of football”. As the 

Sagrada Familia made pedestrian progress, les Corts grew from its initial capacity of 22,000 to 

over 60,000 to accommodate this interest.195 Even at 3 pesos a game,196 by no means a cheap 

                                                        
193 Joan, Guiu i Torras, and Gasulla, Albert. Selecció Catalana - Hindú Club de Buenos Aires: 80 Anys : 
Primer Partit Internacional de Catalunya, 25 de Març de 1927. Fundació del Bàsquet Català,, 2007. 

194 Pujadas, X., and C. Santacana. “Del Barrio Al Estadio. Aspectos de La Sociabilidad Deportiva En 
Catalunya En La Década de Los Años Treinta.” Historia Y Fuente Oral, 1992, 31–45. 

195 “1922. El Campo de Les Corts, La ‘Catedral’ Del Barcelonismo.” Accessed November 10, 2014. 
http://www.fcbarcelona.es/club/historia/detalle/ficha/1922-el-campo-de-les-corts-la-catedral-del-
barcelonismo. 

196 3 pesos was the price of entry for socis according to the Clubs statute 



100 

 

    

  

entry price for working class Catalans, the stadium continued to see increased ticket sales. FC 

Barcelona went from success to success, winning Spanish Leagues and cups and battling against 

their great rivals in Madrid in a parallel to the political narrative of Catalan leadership. At lower 

levels, barriers to participation were low and dedication to the sport was high, with pitches and 

teams in almost every settlement across the nation. One could play in the streets and hope to one 

day play, or at least spectate, in the stadia.  

The rivalry between FC Barcelona and RCD Espanyol had taken on a national and 

political character before the Second Republic. This made the club more than just a spectacle and, 

instead, an important part of civil society. The club’s membership structure is not what one would 

expect from an elite side; members were dues paying Socis and they owned and operated the club 

through a body of delegates. Their membership also entitled them to compete in non-elite sports 

teams (which competed in many different sports), or try gymnastics, football, basketball or tennis 

at the stadium facilities, covered by their membership fee. This same membership helped to 

sustain and support the club’s elite team. The latter carried the flag for the nation in Spain and 

abroad. The club structure beneath  the elite side made links between the team and the socis very 

real and made the success of FC Barcelona an expression of civil society as well as elite sporting 

excellence. This unique social, political and national role and sporting success made FC 

Barcelona truly “mes que un club” (more than a club). 

As the Dictatorship repressed political Catalanism, civil society refused to be silenced. 

The impulse for diplomacy through culture and architecture as well as the growth of mass 

spectacle led to the creation of a fantastic series of buildings in Montjuïc to play host to the 

world’s fair from the 20th May 1929 to the 15th January the following year. As Masferrer would 

boast, “Montjuïc today is one of the finest parks in the world, endowed with splendid gardens and 
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grand palaces.”197 The message was clear: Catalonia was every inch a European, industrial and 

modern nation. The three themes of the fair were “industry, art and sport,” showing the linked 

place that culture and commerce held in Catalan self-image. Catalan culture was represented at 

the Greek amphitheatre and in the design of the numerous industrial pavilions that showcased 

Catalan industry. These gardens and palaces were not merely for promenades and pleasure but 

were designed to project an image of a powerful and physically active Catalonia to the world. 

However, walking was not the only physical activity at the World’s Fair; there was also an 

exhibition of Catalan sporting prowess.  

Among the plans for such grand palaces, there was formidable provision for sporting 

facilities. The Initial plans were for a sporting area that would cover 45,225 m2 in total and 

included a stadium with provision for 60,000 spectators and a state of the art communications 

centre for the press. Not only was the stadium set up for great sporting achievements, but for the 

watching and sharing of such achievements. There was to be stadium seating, a velodrome, 

pavilions to house boxing and gymnastics, a pelota court, a fencing piste, a basketball court, a 

tennis court, and various track and field athletics facilities. Journalists could use the modern 

pressroom to report on events held on a 500m circuit or a 220m straight or a football/rugby 

pitch.198 Alongside these sporting facilities there was to be a 4,500 m2 exhibition hall that would 

contain exhibitions on all the sports and physical cultural activities that took place in Catalonia.199  

As the exposition came closer, these plans were scaled down to meet with the reality of 

time and financial constraints. A stadium was built, along with a pool, and the existing tennis 

facilities were refurbished. A basketball court was built in time for a match in December 1929, 

                                                        
197 “Montjuich es hoy el nombre de uno de los mejores parques del mundo, dotado de jardínes espléndidos 
y grandes palacios.” Masferrer, Narcis. Los Deportes, February 1, 1928. 

198 “Significacio I Importancia Que Tindra.” La Publicitat, March 30, 1928. 

199 “Palacio de Deportes.” Vanguardia, March 20, 1928 
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but the velodrome and combat sports facilities were never constructed, and the building that was 

to be used for the proposed sports palace became an exhibition hall for chemical industries and 

pharmaceutical products.200  

As the crowds arrived from around the world for the exposition, they witnessed Catalan 

sport as well as industry. Catalonia fielded a basketball team to play an exhibition match against 

Mulhouse (an Alsatian side), and this game was a warm-up for a later clash with France.201 

Running races also departed from the exhibition and completed a lap of the surrounding roads 

before finishing in front of attendees.202 It is telling that less than 3 decades had passed since the 

introduction of Basketball to Europe, and only one since the US military had spread the sport 

during the First World War, but it had already made inroads into Catalonia.203 The fact that the 

Catalans had embraced the sport of basketball, despite the absence of US troops, shows their 

international outlook. This match served to show that they wished to project this modern, 

international image to the world.  

 

                                                        
200 “Palacio de Las Industrias Químicas.” Vanguardia, September 20, 1929 

201 There seems to be some confusion around the nationality of the team who played and indeed the 
location of their match. La Vanguardia held that the game was to occur at the tennis courts, which would 
be adapted for the event, and that Barcelona would be represented.  Meanwhile Stadium reported that a 
“purpose built facility” would play host to the Spanish national team. To further muddy the waters, the only 
secondary source on the subject (a publication of the Fundació del Bàsquet Català) attributes the team to 
Catalonia . The ease with which a Spanish and Catalan team could be confused suggests that Catalonia led 
Spain in this regard and that the composition of the two would be roughly similar.   

Puyalto Cebolla, Lluís. El Bàsquet a Catalunya. Fundació del Bàsquet Català, 2006. 

 El Mundo Deportivo, December 9, 1929. 

 Stadium, January 1930. 

Vanguardia, May 23, 1929. 

202 “A l’Exposicio.” La Publicitat, July 9, 1930. 

203 Peterson, Robert. Cages to Jump Shots: Pro Basketball’s Early Years. New York: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2002. 
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The Emergence of the Republic 

Republicanism moved from the salons to the streets in a few short months after King 

Alfonso fled the country, admitting that he had lost the love of his people.204 The decline of the 

old regime, with its hegemonic grip on power by the monarchy and military, was decades in its 

coming but took only months to occur. In January of 1930, Primo de Rivera stepped down from 

power. The combination of a global economic crisis and a lack of support from political and 

military elites, combined with increasing unrest among the working classes, saw his regime 

increasingly in peril. The King then appointed General Berenguer in a failed attempt at what has 

been termed a “dictablanda” (less hard dictatorship). Berenguer resigned in a matter of months 

and was replaced by Admiral Aznar. Following dramatic victories for republican parties in the 

municipal elections of April 1931, the monarch himself was informed that he could no longer rely 

on the support of the armed forces. Following this series of clear indications that his authority 

was far from unquestioned, Alfonso fled the country in April 1931.  

A Brief Narrative of the Republic: The First Biennium  

Under Niceto Alcalá-Zamora, Spain formed its Second Republic and worked on a 

constitution. At a meeting in San Sebastian in August 1930, all the political forces committed to a 

                                                        
204 This is not the place for a full explanation of the politics of the Second Republic but the below sources, among 

others, offer a more in depth discussion: 

Brenan, G. The Spanish Labyrinth: An Account of the Social and Political Background of the Civil War. 
Cambridge Univ Pr, 1990 

Graham, H. The Spanish Republic at War, 1936-1939. Cambridge Univ Pr, 2002. 

Jackson, G., History E-Book Project, and American Council of Learned Societies. The Spanish Republic and the 
Civil War, 1931-1939. Princeton University Press Princeton, NJ, 1965. 

Preston, P. The Coming of the Spanish Civil War: Reform, Reaction, and Revolution in the Second Republic. 
Psychology Press, 1994. 

Romero Salvadó, Francisco J. The Foundations of Civil War: Revolution, Social Conflict and Reaction in Liberal 
Spain, 2008 

Thomas, H. The Spanish Civil War. Random House, Inc., 2001. 
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republican Spain met and planned out the boundaries within which Spain would govern itself 

once the monarchy was removed. The constituent assembly reflected the municipal elections and 

was overwhelmingly republican, unlike Spain’s previous experiments with democracy. As the 

Republic was declared, and its more open politics arrived on the scene, there arose a form of 

political discourse and political identities which embraced groups and ideas that had previously 

been excluded from the corridors of power. With new classes joining the electorate, new political 

parties were formed to appeal to and represent them and new methods were incorporated into the 

political repertoire.  

Historians’ opinions of the Second Republic have changed as we have changed the 

perspective from which we view it. In the Franco era, it was constructed as a chaotic time of left 

wing maximalism and anti-liberal government that placed its ideology above the rights of the 

people and the day to day running of the county. In Spain’s post dictatorship era, the Republic has 

come to be seen as a more well-intentioned experiment in social democracy, albeit one that 

lacked the support of large sectors of society. The Republic, and its governments, can be split into 

three two year periods, generally known as the First (or reformist), Second (or “black”) and Third 

Biennia (the Third Biennium is also known as the Popular Front government).205 Each one of 

these periods was defined by a change in government and ideology and a vastly different idea 

about Spain’s future.  

Arguably, the First Biennium of the Republic was the most committed to a democratic 

end, but at times there was a conflict between substantive conceptions about democracy and the 

rules and procedures of the democratic game.206 The first republican regime was based on a 

                                                        
205 Casanova’s work provides an excellent summary of the events and perspectives upon the Second 
Republic. Casanova, Julián. The Spanish Republic and Civil War. Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2010. 

206 The commitment of the First Biennium to democracy remains a topic of debate with Townson, among 
others, arguing that this regime had no greater commitment to democracy than others. Certainly there was a 
willingness to disregard certain procedural rules in order to achieve what  might be termed a “substantive” 
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popular coalition between middle and working classes. This government was formed of a 

coalition under Manuel Azaña. When electoral results forced Azaña to decide between the more 

liberal-centrist Radical party and the PSOE, he chose the PSOE to help form his majority. The 

left wing credentials of the regime were made clear in this decision. The Socialists may have been 

only partially committed to democracy, but they shared with the left republicans a desire to 

redistribute land and to take power away from the Church.The First Biennium would be one 

focused on reform and a social democratic, anti clerical, pro autonomist agenda.  

During this period there was, in many cases, a demonstrable commitment to the social 

democratic endpoint but often an instrumentalist approach to liberal democratic procedures. Land 

reform progressed slowly, leading to frustration among the peasants who sometimes pushed 

ahead on their own, and the landowners who resisted. The Church saw its role in the education 

system dramatically reduced under the Republican constitution, and feared losing its privileged 

position in the state all together. This meant that groups such as landowners and the Church were 

a fertile area for the opposition and deep cleavages emerged in republican politics. Likewise the 

working classes, growing frustrated at the slow pace of the promised reforms, took to the streets 

where they met with the bullets and batons of the Republic’s police. Soon, extra constitutional 

approaches to reform and resistance became the norm, and the procedural democracy of the 

Republic looked to be in danger thanks to the substantive democratic goals of the government, 

and the fact that both sides considered the outcome of the democratic game more important than 

its rules.  

Social policy, and its value for nationalization of the masses is evident in the legislative 

agenda of the First Biennium.207 The left republican government’s key policies were focused 

                                                                                                                                                                     

democratic end. Townson, Nigel. The Crisis of Democracy in Spain: Centrist Politics Under the Second 
Republic, 1931-1936. Sussex Academic Press, 2000. 

207 Elias, N., and E. Dunning. Quest for Excitement: Sport and Leisure in the Civilizing Process. Blackwell, 
1986. 
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on achieving the substantive equality on which a substantively democratic society relies. Azaña’s 

administration wanted to economically emancipate the labourers through land reform, and 

culturally emancipate them through its education projects. As Radcliff has noted, "In the 

Republican tradition, not only was the right to culture as important as the right to land, but it had 

as much if not more power to consolidate a class-divided population into a harmonious 

democratic nation.”208 This regime saw the church as a symbol of a backwards past and, as the 

Constitution reflected, it made every effort to remove ecclesiastical influence from the Spanish 

system of government and education. The early Republic wished to give all its citizens the right 

to education, culture and land in order to obtain their loyalty and ensure that Spain grew stronger 

from the bottom up, rather than merely as an elite concept that left the masses behind. This 

substantive democratic goal, although never realized, brought great hope and support to the 

Republican cause. 

In the early days of the Republic there seemed to be great hope for the new project. The 

anarchists welcomed the government cautiously, and its policies seemed designed to encourage a 

more complete embrace of the new system by those who had been excluded by the dictatorship. 

In the streets of Barcelona the people gathered to sing la Marseilles and there was great hope for 

this new republican experiment.209 Cultural institutions flourished and new rights were granted to 

the increased citizen base. Out of 470 seats in the constituent Cortes, 361 went to parties that had 

supported the formation of the Republic. Although opposition existed it seemed that those who 

opposed the Republican agenda were in the minority and would not be able to sink the newly 

launched ship.  

                                                                                                                                                                     

 

208 Radcliff, Pamela Beth. “History of Spain (unpublished Manuscript),” 2015. 

209 Ealham, C. Class, Culture, and Conflict in Barcelona, 1898-1937. Routledge, 2005. 
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The right, however, was less reconciled to the goals of the First Biennium. The 

military attempted its own violent takeover of power in 1932 under General Sanjuro, seeking to 

restore an order that was based on tradition, privilege and a unitary nation. Even within the 

Cortes, Parties such as the CEDA had an accidentalist commitment to the system, seeing it as a 

means to power and not a worthwhile end in itself. These seemingly irreconcilable differences 

between landless farm workers and landowners, Catholics and those who favoured a secular 

society, peasant farmers and urban professionals, and visions of the Catalan and Spanish nations 

were profound. Indeed the divisions, combined with a lack of economic resources to support 

redistribution and social policy, were enough to undermine this government and result in its loss 

of power.  

The Catalan First Biennium 

The First Biennium was also a time of political change for Catalonia: the ERC was 

formed in 1931 at the Conferència d’Esquerres (conference of the left). Following the Spanish 

republican parties establishing the basics of their alliance in the August 1930 pact of San 

Sebastian, the Catalan left followed suit. Initially the ERC was composed of three bodies with a 

total of 16,000 members: the Partit Republicà Català (PRC), the political group behind the 

periodical L’Opinió, and the Estat Català (EC). These groups came together on the basis that they 

agreed on a progressive, leftist and cross class future for Catalan politics. The ERC drew on 

republican liberal thinking, based in the rights of the individual and the ideals of the French 

revolution (this evident in the singing of la Marseilles as the Republic was declared in the Catalan 

capital). With little experience in government and a history of opposition, the ERC had much to 

learn as it came to office and relied heavily on the credibility it gained from the “father of the 

nation” Francesc Macià. More than any other one individual, he drew support from across the 

political spectrum and was the man that Catalonia looked to for leadership. Azaña’s regime also 

granted significant autonomy to the Catalan nation within the Spanish state. This autonomy 
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stretched as far as allowing the Generalitat (the Catalan legislative assembly) to govern with 

relative autonomy in most regards, as well as permitting ERC deputies to sit in Madrid, where 

they lent their votes and support the ruling coalition.  

The government in Catalonia remained more stable than that of Spain throughout the 

Republic. Despite facing challenges from the working class political parties to its left and the 

alternative Catalanisms to its right, the Generalitat, and Catalan majority loyalty, was always in 

the hands of the ERC. The party brought together many of the working and middle classes in 

order to ensure electoral hegemony and to create a broad based national identity. Catalan national 

identity under the ERC would not just be extended to the working classes as a fait accompli, but 

was formed in negotiation with them. Sport, as well as culture, constituted a “contested terrain” 

on which this cross class nation could be constituted and expressed. Through this seemingly 

unassailable cross class alliance, the ERC established itself as the main protagonist in the Catalan 

story throughout the Republic.  

During periods of ideological convergence between Madrid and Barcelona, the ERC was 

happy to accept an autonomist, rather than federal, model. This model of significant legislative 

autonomy, but not independence, for Catalonia had been agreed upon in the pact of San 

Sebastian. Under the leadership of Macià, the ERC had excelled in the 1931 elections and it 

appeared that the proclamation of the “Catalan Republic within the Spanish Federal Republic” by 

Macià was to be the force that united the moderate republicans and workerist left behind a single 

cause of reform and self-determination.210 Despite the positive reception by the crowds when he 

made his announcement, Macià soon backtracked on full independence. Following meetings with 

the provisional government in Madrid he accepted a seat as president of the Generalitat and 

significant legislative autonomy, according to a plan that had been decided upon at the sanctuary 

                                                        
210 Ealham, C. Class, Culture, and Conflict in Barcelona, 1898-1937. Routledge, 2005. P54 
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of Nuria on the 20th of June. This plan initially defined Catalonia as an autonomous state within a 

voluntary federation of Iberian peoples. The Spanish Constitution that followed backed down 

from this language of federation and instead asserted that Spain was a unitary state, but that it was 

compatible with the autonomy of various regions and municipalities. From this point onwards, 

powers were to be gradually devolved according to the Constitution. This devolution gave 

Catalonia a treasury, a parliament, a president and an executive council alongside the significant 

control the Generalitat enjoyed over cultural and domestic policy. Later, some local policing 

would be devolved to Barcelona and the Catalan government would be able to make strides in 

substantive democracy that were impossible for a less politically stable regime in Madrid. By 

1932, Macià was president of a Generalitat that enjoyed significant leeway to legislate within the 

confines of the Spanish constitution.  

The Second Biennium  

Dissatisfaction with what became know as the “Republic of Order” and violent repression 

of working class protest peaked in ballots for the 1933 election, with the anarchists strongly 

discouraging participation in the elections and instead agitating for “social revolution, not the 

ballot box”. The results of the 1933 election of the Cortes saw the Catholic conservative 

Confederación Española de Derechas Autónomas (CEDA) returned as the biggest party and 

heralded the beginning of the Republic’s Second Biennium. The influence of women voting,211 

and the anarchist boycott campaign, are often overstated and the importance of Spain’s electoral 

system. The fractured left wing parties and the electoral advantage of the broad right wing 

coalition are thus ignored or undervalued, and seem to have had more to do with the eventual 

return of a right wing government which shared virtually none of the social reform agenda that 

                                                        
211 Women are often cited as inherently conservative and thus held as responsible for the success of the 
Catholic conservative CEDA. However many scholars have shown this not to be the case with Casanova 
terming it “unfounded”. Casanova, Julián, and Carlos Gil Andrés. Twentieth-Century Spain: A History. 
Cambridge University Press, 2014. 
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had characterized the First Biennium.  

 The Cortes that formed the Second Biennium was markedly more conservative and the 

government that formed was based in the CEDA majority,but it excluded the CEDA itself until 

October 1934 in favour of the Radical Republican party that trailed close behind.212 For President 

Zamora, placing the government in the hands of an accidentalist party (i.e. one partial committed 

to democracy), such as the CEDA, seemed incompatible with the consolidation of the Republic. 

Instead of a CEDA government, veteran republican Radical politician Alejandro Lerroux formed 

a loose alliance in power, and his Radical party promised “a Republic for all Spaniards” including 

Catholics. The left of the Radical party split away from this alliance, as they opposed the CEDA’s 

accidentalism and clericalism. The alliance was always uneasy, based on an amnesty for the 1932 

coup plotters,213 an opposition to land reform, a positive view of religion and a dislike of 

socialism. Over the course of the Second Biennium, this alliance shifted further to the right as 

CEDA gained more influence. Initially they progressed with land reform and looked for legal 

resolutions to disagreements on policy with the Generalitat, but over time the relations between 

Madrid and Barcelona as well as Madrid and the workers became more strained.  

Catalonia’s Generalitat and Madrid’s Cortes were elected on different cycles with 

elections at least once per year for the first three years of the Republic (June 1931, November 

1932 and November 1933). This resulted in instability and a constantly changing relationship.  

The ERC succeeded in gaining the most Catalan votes in all three instances. The electoral 

coalitions existing in Spain did not apply in Catalonia. Long before the Spanish left came together 

in the Popular Front of 1936, the ERC formed a catch all left republican alliance that proved 

                                                        
212 Of the 473 seats they took 120 and 102 respectively Preston, Paul. The Spanish Civil War: Reaction, 
Revolution and Revenge. London: Harper Perennial, 2006. 

213 General Sanjuro had attempted another military takeover of power as he, and many on the right, found 
the goals and conduct of the First Biennium government irreconcilable with their own vision of Spain’s 
future.  
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insurmountable in the Generalitat. There was a considerable fluctuation in votes for the more 

conservative Lliga: indeed the Lliga gained one more seat than the ERC in the 1933 Spanish 

general election. However, the Lliga could not repeat this result in the Generalitat, where the ERC 

held office throughout the Republic. 

During this two year period, the Socialists moved from protest to insurrection, unable to 

tolerate the more repressive rule of a right republicanism which seemed to share very few of their 

basic goals. This move to opposition occurred independently of the anarchist opposition to the 

Republic that was largely exhausted after their efforts during the First Biennium. The two groups 

both opposed the government of the Republic from the left, but also both opposed each other. 

Thus, the two major working class organizations seemed incapable of uniting. In the rare 

instances where they were able to do so, the opposition between right and left moved from 

rhetoric to violence as the left overcame its internal conflicts and faced up to the right republican 

regime.  

 The conflict with the government in Madrid was one that the ERC in Catalonia shared 

with the Spanish left during the Second Biennium. Despite the ERC’s more liberal-leftist 

approach it joined the UGT and the CNT in violent conflict in 1934. The ideology of the First 

Biennium had aligned with the Catalan left but that of the so called “bienio negro” black 

biennium) did not, and its policies quickly showed this. Following the death of Macià in 1933, 

Lluis Companys took the reins of the ERC and it moved even further away from the old 

Catalanism of the Lliga and closer to the social democratic ideology of the Republican left214.  

Given the CEDA-Radical ideology, the political conflict that was emerging between the right and 

left, and the differing views on Catalan Autonomy in Madrid and Barcleona, a tense relationship 

                                                        
214 Companys had been active in the PRC and the UdR , his leadership bought the party new credibility on 
the left and among the labour movement. He took over the reins of the ERC and the Generalitat after 
Macià’s death and held office throughout the civil war. He later escaped the country but was handed over to 
Franco’s regime when captured by the Gestapo. He was executed in 1940 in the castle at Montjuïc  
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was inevitable. The issue that prompted the inevitable confrontation was a Catalan bill allowing 

small-scale cultivators of vines215 (rabassaires) to own land they had worked for 8 years or more. 

Opposition to this reform united the Lliga and the Spanish right. However, when the Tribunal de 

Garantías Constitucionales (Tribunal of Constitutional Guarantees) ruled that Companys had 

overstepped his legal jurisdiction, he pushed on regardless, prompting a clash that had been 

brewing since the election. In reality, the conflict was about the distinct outlook and future both 

regimes held dear and not merely about smallholders in rural Catalonia.  

On the 4th of October 1934, a new government in Madrid was formed and incorporated 

the CEDA itself. This government took a more explicitly anti Catalanist stance. The next day the 

Alianza Obrera216 (AO) in Catalonia called a general strike, but the CNT did not support this call. 

Resentful of the right wing’s increasing clampdown on the functional autonomy of the Catalan 

nation, Companys declared a Catalan state within the Spanish Federal Republic on the 6th of 

October. The battle lines that existed in rhetoric in Madrid were now drawn in the streets of 

Barcelona. The Generalitat’s Catalan police force, the Mossos d’Esquadra, remained loyal and 

the Catalan militias such as those affiliated to unions and youth groups fought alongside the 

Mossos against military and the paramilitary police loyal to Madrid. The anarchists, seeing a 

conflict between the forces of the “Republic of Order”, remained out of the streets and thus 

deprived the ERC of their decisive force and street fighting expertise. The poorly organized and 

armed local militias resisted for a matter of hours. This aloof disdain for other left wing groups on 

the part of Catalan anarchism led to its failure to capitalize upon the "Red October" of 1934. The 

                                                        
215 Land cultivation in Catalonia often followed the rabassa morta contract in the 18th and 19th centuries. 
This contract allowed cultivators to farm an area for the life of the plants . As agricultural methods 
improved so this tenancy grew longer and a conflict emerged between cultivators and landowners. The Llei 
de Contractes de Conreu (law of cultivation contracts) passed in July 1934  benefitted the rabassaires and 
caused the Lliga and right wing pro landowners groups to protest  

216 a left wing alliance of the socialists and anarchists which was less effective in Catalonia than in Asturias 
and other areas.  
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lack of unity between the ERC and the libertarian left, despite their shared objection to the 

CEDA-Radical regime, frustrated the goals of both.  

On the same day, a united workers militia, led by miners, in Asturias rose up against the 

Madrid government. The 1934 rising of the Asturian miners under the auspices of the Alianza 

Obrera demonstrated the willingness of the socialists to fight for their vision of the Republic 

against that of the right. What was unique in Asturias was that the Socialists were joined by the 

anarchists in their attempted general strike and they were thus able to come much closer to a 

genuine revolutionary rising. The subsequent battle with the government involved significant 

military force (under the leadership of General Franco) and resulted in a climate of simmering 

tension between the two, seemingly irreconcilable, visions of  Spain’s future. The events in 

Asturias and Barcelona, along with associated church burnings throughout Spain gave a very real 

and physical meaning to the idea of the “two Spains”. While the Socialists and the ERC would 

have argued that they were defending the Republic against the CEDA’s accidentalist approach, it 

seems clear that there was an increasing radicalization on both sides and that a partial 

commitment to democratic procedure had become the new norm.  

In Catalonia, the results of the conflict were severe, if short lived. Once again they 

reinforce the idea of two competing ideologies that spanned Catalonia and Spain. Companys and 

many others were sent to jail for their seditious actions. Companys had made it clear that he felt 

that his rebellion was not about agriculture but about defending substantive democracy from 

“monarchism” and “fascism”. Given this, it was clear that his view was that the right wing 

government and the Republic were incompatible. The executive in Madrid established a "Consell 

de la Generalitat” to take the place of Companys’ government.  The Lliga and Radicals 

participated in this enfeebled Catalan government. The Lliga’s decision to participate in a 

weakened Catalan government shows that they, just like the parties in Madrid, placed their own 

conception of the future above the Constitution or, in this case, the autonomy of the Catalan 
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nation.  

During the Second Biennium, there was a marked rise in the groups who only 

conditionally supported the democratic system and very little progress made towards 

consolidation of democracy. Although the Catalan state of 1934 only lasted 10 hours, and the 

worker’s revolt in Asturias lasted only a few days, they both illustrated that the tensions in the 

Republic had finally boiled over. Both the Alianza Obrera in Asturias and the ERC in Catalonia 

made a decisive break with the republican right in Madrid and turned an ideological conflict into 

a violent one. What was made clear was that the ideological conflicts within the Republic were of 

greater importance to both sides than maintaining the Republican system. Following the “Red 

October” of 1934, the potential for insurrection by both Socialists and anarchists seemed 

exhausted.  

Despite the failure of leftist insurrection, the catastrophist right developed and grew in 

response to a perceived left wing threat and a general desire to do away with a republic that was 

constructed as irreligious and disorderly. Ultimately, following a crisis of legitimacy217 for the 

Radical led government and its ensuing dissolution, there was no option left but to allow the 

CEDA to resume control. President Zamora was unwilling to appoint an entirely accidentalist 

government and would rather dissolve the Cortes than acknowledge that the process had returned 

a regime that was far from committed to the system. When Zamora could no longer form a 

government who had demonstrated anything more than an accidentalist approach to the Republic 

and its constitution, he himself demonstrated a partial commitment to the constitutional rules and 

called an election. In doing so, Zamora gave the Spanish people a final opportunity to bring the 

conflict between the two Spains to a peaceful conclusion.  

 
                                                        
217 The so called “Straperlo affair” implicated several members of the Radical party in a corrupt electronic 
Roulette game which was run by a Dutch company. The politicians received bribes and later attempted to 
extort more money from the gambling company resulting in a leaking of the documents incriminating the 
politicians and destroying their credibility.  
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The Third Biennium  

The 1936 vote returned the Popular Front government that made up the third and final 

biennium of the Second Republic. This electoral coalition was similar to that of 1931, 

albeit without the Radicals and with the Communists included. Despite a similar composition, the 

coalition differed in policy terms: it was now rooted in opposition to fascism more than a desire 

for a new future for Spain. The supreme irony is that the one thing that allowed the progressive 

parties of the left to form a successful alliance was not progress, but opposition.  The basis of this 

electoral coalition was the idea of a pan-leftist Popular Front that bought the progressive elements 

of politics together in order to oppose the threat of reactionary fascism.   The Socialists were no 

longer in government, but rather they supported the left republican minority and formed an 

electoral coalition with them as the Frente Popular. 

The CNT’s abstention campaigns became gradually less and less effective during the 

Second Republic. Their effort in the 1936 election was “so perfunctory that it was barely 

perceptible”218 and many speeches given by those on the libertarian left suggest the party 

encouraged members to use their vote “against fascism”. Despite the official line of the CNT that 

it encouraged “apoliticism”, and the withdrawal from all participation in the political process, 

evidence suggests that the working classes were prepared to engage with the government when 

doing so was of benefit to them. It was becoming increasingly clear that the interests of the 

working classes were best served by doing whatever was necessary to oppose the interests of the 

conservative right wing of Spanish politics. It was this logic that ultimately drew the libertarian 

left into government and returned the Popular Front to the Cortes and began the Republic’s Third 

Biennium.  

 The legislation of the Third Biennium began with an amnesty that allowed Companys 

                                                        
218 Peirats, J., J. P. Valls, and C. Ealham. The CNT in the Spanish Revolution. Vol. 1. 3 vols. Meltzer Press, 
2001. 
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and his cabinet, along with up to 30,000 others imprisoned during the previous regime, to return 

to their political activities. The idea of a substantive democracy and opposition to conservative 

politics united those with Spanish and Catalan identities. Once again, the concept of an 

autonomous Catalan regime that was linked to an ideological fellow traveller in Madrid seemed 

compatible with the desired outcomes of both governments. The Frente Popular included the 

ERC and was ideologically aligned with Company’s party. 

 The softer face of the Republic was the one that the working classes saw in this period: 

the “Republic of Order” would not ensure loyalty against the threat of fascism. Catalan public 

works began again and investment in popular cultural projects began in earnest. The ERC 

invested heavily in the cultural progress of the nation with education and sport at the forefront. 

The Popular Front government in Madrid followed the example of the ERC and accelerated land 

reform along with meeting other working class demands. These policies, and the shared 

opposition to fascism, gave the government a much more solid base of support among the CNT 

and UGT than the regime of the First Biennium. In the fields and the streets there was a sense of 

working class empowerment that led the workers to take matters into their own hands. It seemed 

that, finally, Madrid had followed the example of Barcelona in coalition building on the left and 

that a broad enough electoral platform had been built to ensure the electoral hegemony of one of 

the “two Spains”.  

The Popular Front’s approach to substantive democracy appeared as godless 

revolutionary socialism to those on the right. It proved to be too much of a threat for the military 

and the conservative right who began plotting the Republic’s downfall. A spate of partisan tit-for-

tat murders led to the killing of José Calvo Sotelo (a right wing politician) by republican police. 

Franco is said to have exclaimed that his movement had a new martyr, and in July of that year he 

set about making many more as General Mola led the coup that would commence the Civil 

War. Divisions may have beset the Republic, but it was not until its military put the outcome of 
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the Republican game above the rules of that game that the Republic’s time was up. 

Challenges for the Republic 

Soon after the Republic began, the dream of a cross-class alliance for progress was 

shattered as rural anarchists died at the hands of the Republican police in Casas Viejas219 and 

urban anarchists fought battles with the Republic in Barcelona.220 As the Republic pushed ahead 

with a relatively liberal agenda for reform, some sectors on the left and right began to oppose the 

policy and its implementation. The opposition was not expressed through elected representatives, 

but through protest outside the system. This protest often turned violent and the “Republic of 

Order” became the image of the new system witnessed by most of the working classes.   

Throughout the Republican period, the opposition in the Generalitat came from the Lliga 

on the right and groups on the left who were not reconciled to the ideals of the Republic. In the 

streets, opposition came from agricultural and industrial unions that were aligned to the left or the 

right of the ERC. This opposition occurred in terms of provision of services as well as electoral 

contestation. While neither tendency could challenge the electoral hegemony of the ERC, they 

were able to displace it (or perhaps make up for its absence) in terms of the provision of services 

in certain areas. Neighbourhood groups had taken on many of the roles of government in working 

class areas by the time of the Second Republic and this did not leave the traditional methods of 

appealing to the working classes, through the provision of basic necessities, open to the ERC. 

While the state attempted to establish legitimacy through culture, it was forced to use its coercive 

apparatus to maintain order. This use of violence to contain working class protest was met with 

                                                        
219 The Casas Viejas incident occurred when anarchist militants attempted an insurrection and were killed 
by the police setting fire to their cottage.  Later, government security forces rounded up many others from 
the village and killed a total of 22 people. Although Zamora was never proven to have ordered this 
massacre, the Republic could not shake its reputation for brutal punishment of insurrection. Mintz, Jerome 
R. Los Anarquistas de Casas Viejas. Vol. 7. Diputación Provincial de Granada, 1999. 

220 Casanova, J. De La Calle Al Frente: El Anarcosindicalismo En España (1931-1939). Crítica, 1997. 
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more violence, and was counterproductive in attempts to build a democratic nation based upon 

mutual understanding and common goals. From this atmosphere of violence and divisions, and 

the failure of coercion to secure the acquiescence of the working classes, there emerged a cultural 

policy that played a significant role in the attempts of the ERC to incorporate rather than alienate 

the working classes of Catalonia. It was this kinder, gentler, face of the Republic that had more 

success in working class areas.  

The big tent of liberal republicanism did not bring in as many citizens as quickly as its 

architects would have liked, and the “civilizing process” it envisaged needed to be significantly 

re-imagined in the context of the realities of working class life. A lack of working class literacy 

presented an obvious constraint on the ability of the working classes to participate in democratic 

debate. Spanish spending on education during the Second Republic was just 25% of that spent in 

France, and it had been even less under the previous regime. While Catalan illiteracy in the 1930s 

was well below the national average (15% as opposed to 32% nationally),221 in certain areas 

where access to education was lacking, it remained the salient working class experience. Despite 

efforts of the Republican left in Madrid and Barcelona, levels of literacy were slow to improve. 

Education, and associated institutions, required much in the way of funding, infrastructure and 

human capital and these were clumsy tools for a system that required quick results to consolidate 

the legitimacy of the new Government and Constitution. Despite the rhetoric of both sides of the 

Republic in this regard, the move from theory to practice was slow to occur and could not be 

consolidated before the progressive ideals of the First Biennium were washed away and a 

different model took hold in Madrid.  

As the Republic began to come into conflict with those who wished to push a more 

aggressive reform agenda, the liberal republican media began to demonize the actions of the 

                                                        
221 Ealham, C. Class, Culture, and Conflict in Barcelona, 1898-1937. Routledge, 2005. 
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workers, while the workers’ press demonized the state and its police. Such belligerent discourses 

fuelled inter class violence and a troubled relationship between the Republic and the working 

classes. Rural anarchist insurrections, such as that at Casas Viejas, met with extremely violent 

repression that “deprived the Republic of a fundamental social cornerstone.”222 However, it was 

not just in these moments of insurrection, but in the day to day life of the working classes, that the 

state came into conflict with its citizens.  The unemployed and hungry engaged in “eating by 

force” and requisitioning necessary foodstuffs from grocers. Such actions fitted the “moral 

economy” of the working classes (especially those in Barcelona) and were seen as a justified 

reallocation of resources. However to the Republicans they were crimes, and punishment came in 

the form of violence in the streets.  

For much of the middle class, there was no distinction between the acts of illegal 

provisioning, which were seen as morally acceptable within the working class alternative public 

sphere, and any other criminal and insurrectional activity. Thus, a perception of crime and 

violence continued in the media and republican elites, even on the left. The so-called “Republic 

of Order” began to pass laws that it saw as necessary to keep the perception of chaos at bay 

during the First Biennium. Notable among these laws were the Ley de Vagos y Maleantes that 

was aimed at removing pimps, sex workers and the “professional unemployed” from the city's 

streets. Legislation in Barcelona also mandated the carrying of a targeta d’obrer parat, a card that 

unemployed workers were expected to have on them at all times. The Ley de Defensa de la 

República was evoked to defend the Republic from domestic protest rather than the sedition 

envisaged at the passage of the legislation: it was used against rent strikers only one day after its 

signing into law in October 1931. Those who were incarcerated feared the so-called “ley de 

fugas”, a law which allowed the police to fire upon unarmed “escaping” prisoners. In reality, 

                                                        
222 Casanova, Julián. The Spanish Republic and Civil War. Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 

2010., p63 
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these laws did little to prevent petty crime, or right wing rebellion, and often came into use 

against innocent bystanders or those opposed to the Republic on the left.  

The passage of legislation that facilitated for violence against the working classes was 

accompanied by the creation of new police bodies to better enforce these rules and maintain 

order. The Republic did not disband the highly unpopular Guardia Civil, but instead added to the 

proliferation of police forces in Spain in 1931 by reorganizing various police corps and eventually 

creating a further organization; the Guardia de Asalto. The goal of this new body was to be better 

equipped and trained to deal with urban disorder and single out, and eliminate, “ringleaders” in a 

protest. The Asaltos traded the Guardia Civil’s rifles for truncheons and pistols in order to 

minimize collateral damage and enhance mobility in the dense city streets. Despite attempting to 

overcome the negative image of the police under previous regimes, the new police force still 

looked to the military for training and a model. Many of the Asaltos in Barcelona hailed from 

regions thousands of kilometres away and understood neither the Catalan language, nor Catalan 

politics. Despite a rhetoric of inclusion, both the laws and their enforcement during the First 

Biennium and thereafter showed that even the left republican “big tent” had limits on inclusion.  

The ERC also maintained its own Catalan police force, the Mossos d’Esquadra. These 

police were drawn from within the nation and enjoyed a stronger link to Barcelona than Madrid. 

On the 1st May 1932 Macià called on the Mossos to defend the Generalitat from rioters. Despite 

the plurality of security forces, it was the local Catalan police whom he trusted the most. While 

the Mossos were not above firing on the workers that day,223 they did not carry the same negative 

image as the Madrid backed Asaltos. The Mossos would remain loyal to the ERC’s position 

throughout the Republic, even if this meant conflict with Madrid. In October 1934,the Asaltos 

took up arms for Madrid, placing them in conflict with the ERC, the Catalan militia and the 

                                                        
223 Ealham, C. Class, Culture, and Conflict in Barcelona, 1898-1937. Routledge, 2005. 



121 

 

    

  

Mossos.224 This shifting loyalty, and lack of trust, made the police forces that patrolled Barcelona 

something of a wild card in the Catalan political climate of the Second Republic. When the 

working classes and the military could not be trusted to support the government, the military 

police played an important role in the stability of the system. Certainly there was a need for a 

kinder, gentler, cultural policy to address the deficiencies and attitudes of policing in the era, but 

eventually it was not a sensitive policing, but the shared hatred of fascism, that pushed the Asaltos 

and the anarchists together.                                                        

Given this atmosphere of fear and repression, it is not hard to see why the anarchist 

movement often alleged that the ERC and the First Biennium government in Madrid were no 

different to the previous regime. The conditional loyalty of security forces to the different levels 

of the state did little to establish a monopoly on the legitimate use of force. For those to the left of 

the government, the Republic was at best a means, not the end (as it was to the ERC). Where the 

state attempted to coerce the working classes into line with its violence, the militant left met it 

with equal violence. This led to the embrace of "revolutionary gymnastics" and “propaganda of 

the deed” as Barcelona began an era of violent leftist political violence known as 

“pistolerisme”.225 The low cost pistols and bombs used by violent affinity groups were easy to 

acquire and conceal and were used to cause maximum chaos. This extreme violence was never a 

tactic for the vast majority of the working classes. However, those who did use it did so in order 

to stoke the fires of enmity and misunderstanding between the ERC government and many of 

people that it governed, in the hope of provoking a mass revolution.  

                                                        
224 Manel López Esteve, Els Fets D’octubre de 1934 a Catalunya: Més Enllà de  L’acció Governamental. 
Pompeu Fabra, 2012. 

225 Paz, Abel. Durruti, the People Armed. Black Rose Books Ltd, 1976. 
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Just like the Republic, the libertarian left had its own strategy of coercion and consent. 

Due to the contradiction between the rhetoric and possibilities offered by the Republic for the 

incorporation of the working classes, and its harsh enforcement of public order, a significant rift 

in the anarchist movement opened up. The split within the anarcho syndicalist CNT occurred 

between the possiblist treintistas who wished to co-operate with the ERC, and the more 

revolutionary anarchism of the Federación Anarquista Ibérica (FAI). The latter refused to be 

reconciled with the state, even when the state was prepared to offer concessions. In 1931 the more 

moderate trentista tendency issued a manifesto (their name comes from this Manifest dels Trenta, 

the manifesto of the thirty) and later split from the CNT to form a syndicalist party under Ángel 

Pestaña. On the other extreme of the party, and associated with the FAI, were the so-called 

affinity groups. These groups were “bound together by personal affinity and mutual loyalty”226 

and they prized heroic rebellion and violence against the state above the marginal gains that could 

be made by negotiation. Affinity groups cherished their “outsider” position and took on names 

such as Los Desheredados (The Disinherited), Los Indomables (The Uncontrollables), and Els 

Fills de Puta (The Sons of Whores). These groups made a big impact on the media but in reality 

only represented a small percentage of the support for the libertarian left. In most cases the 

working classes interacted with anarchism through its networks for mutual support, not terrorism. 

In the Cases Barates, an extremely poor working class neighbourhood, the Ateneo Cultural de 

Defensa Obrera (Cultural Ateneu for the defence of the Workers) was formed in April 1930 as 

the Republic itself was taking shape. Such institutions filled in the gaps in state provision and 

made up for the shortfalls in the implementation of republican social policy.  

Anarchism was embraced more pragmatically than dogmatically by the vast majority of 

the working classes, and thus opposition to the ERC was mostly not ideological but practical. 

                                                        
226 Ealham, C. Class, Culture, and Conflict in Barcelona, 1898-1937. Routledge, 2005. 



123 

 

    

  

When one gained more from opposition, one asserted an opposition identity, but when one gained 

more from support of the ERC, then a left republican Catalan identity was an option. While the 

violent FAI groups undoubtedly made a big impact considering their small size, the bulk of the 

support of the working classes was for the less violent unions. Even the CNT itself vacillated on 

its stance towards the ERC; it began the Republic by lording Macià as a hero with a clean 

political record and an admirable past, going so far as to call him a “Catalan apostle.”227 Just 

weeks later, the CNT and the police were fighting in the streets. Often it was through libertarian 

linked neighbourhood groups and local committees that people obtained the necessities of 

everyday life, and this, rather than ideology, was the basis of their support. This cultural and 

pragmatic relationship between anarchism and the working classes left a gap into which the 

nation could insert itself into working class identity, but doing so would require methods outside 

of traditional politics.  

The CNT and affiliated unions were as opposed to the socialists of the UGT as they were 

to the Republican right. Indeed they accused the former of collaborating with the latter in order to 

pacify the proletariat and avoid revolution. The UGT was a stronghold of service sector workers 

and skilled artisans, but it grew in size dramatically in the Republic until it held the loyalty of 

over 12% of the workforce in 1934.228 The CNT and UGT tended to dominate different 

industries, but in areas where they competed for the loyalty of the workforce there was often 

bitter and violent conflict. One such example is the construction industry where various skilled 

workers on construction sites aligned with different unions. At times, the strikes called by one 

union influenced the ability to work of the members of the other, and this resulted in blood 

                                                        
227 Solidaridad Obrera, April 26, 1932. 

228 Durgan, Andrew. “The Search for Unity.” In Red Barcelona: Social Protest and Labour Mobilization in 
the Twentieth Century, edited by Angel Smith. Routledge, 2002. 
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spilling on the streets.229 In the early days of the Republic, the UGT opposed the aggressive class 

struggle of the CNT and formed part of the ERC government through Salvador Vidal, who 

occupied the Ministry of Public Works. Although later the CNT and UGT came together in 

worker’s control bodies, the enmity between them never really died down and was rekindled in 

May of 1937.  

This left wing discontent simmered under the First Biennium but it boiled over during the 

Second Biennium. A more conservative government in Madrid pushed those socialists who were 

cautiously committed to the Republic into outright revolt. As noted above they were joined by the 

ERC, who felt that the government in Madrid no longer represented the same left republican and 

social democratic goals that were held in the Generalitat. While these groups all opposed the 

Second Biennium government, they did not support each other, and thus their separate attempts at 

undermining the right wing government in Madrid all stood and fell alone. They served not to 

move the progressive cause forward, but to bolster the reactionary right and its constructed image 

of a left wing revolutionary threat.  

Conclusions 

It is worth noting that Spain’s Second Republic was not an exceptional failure. Rather, it 

was an entirely common European path that the Second Republic followed. Just like other new 

democracies in the time period, the outcome of the game was more important to the actors than 

the rules by which that game was played. Young democracies in Italy, Russia and Germany also 

collapsed in the early Twentieth Century as a clash of ideologies proved fatal to playing within 

the “rules” of the political game. Ultimately, those with the ability to use force to determine the 

outcome, the military, were those who killed the Spanish Second Republic. Numerous 

insurrections on the left had failed due to a lack of unity and military repression. It was only an 
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attack on the Republic by the group trusted to protect the Republic from attack that the system 

collapsed. It is true that, during the Second Biennium the left, even the non revolutionary left, 

demonstrated a greater attachment to the results of the political game than its rules, but the 

military had already overstepped the rules in an earlier coup. Elsewhere in Europe political mass 

movements bought down democratic regimes in the 1930s, but Spain’s democracy fell at the hand 

of its own military, not it’s politicians.  

As the ERC and the Republic became more established, and the conflicts between left 

and right pushed the workers and the left republicans closer together, some progress towards a 

kinder, gentler, face of the Republic was made through culture and sport. This was the foil to the 

“Republic of Order” and it was through cultural policy that the Republic was able to enter the 

day-to-day lives of its citizens. The anarchists had long struggled for their ideal lifestyle and spent 

as much time pushing education as they did pushing revolution. This self-improvement and 

leisure time is where the cross class Catalan national project’s leadership saw an opportunity to 

reach out to a group that had not traditionally been part of its support base, and who remained 

outside of the influence of traditional methods of garnering support. Sport offered a contested 

terrain on which the nation could be discussed and formed, as well as a civilizing process through 

which the elites could bring the working classes into their idea of well-educated, liberal and cross 

class Catalan identity. 
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Chapter 2. 

Sport as National Policy: The Government use of Sport and Physical 

Culture to Create National Identity.

 In April 1931, the people of Catalonia flooded the streets, squares and stadia of the nation 

to celebrate the birth of a new form of government and the movement of power into a system that 

would better represent their interests. On the 12th of that month, the republicans had won a 

landslide electoral victory. On the 14th, the Second Republic was proclaimed. The working 

classes and the bourgeois republicans came together and sang La Marseilles in the streets in front 

of the Generalitat and cheered Catalan president and national hero Francesc Macià i Llussà as he 

met them to declare the Catalan Republic. Just weeks later, the sports weekly La Rambla de 

Catalunya rushed back into the newsstands, cafes, bars and homes of Catalonia with equal 

energy.230 Not a fortnight after the Republic was declared, the presidents of both Spain and 

Catalonia stood on the muddy pitch at Montjuïc in the embrace of a team of sweaty and filthy 

football players and received the cheers of 50,000 Catalan fans. The image of equality between 

the two nations, between the citizens and the government, and between the players on the pitch 

was a dramatic shift from the last regime. This popular and cross-class activity made the perfect 

vessel for carrying the message of the new left republican coalition that shared that ideology.  

On a day which La Rambla described as "triumphant," and in which the "old oligarchs 

were the only team to lose", the stadium "vibrated" with the hope for a new future for all classes 

of Catalans. In a city that had long been divided by class, language, politics and social group, it 

seemed as if all of Barcelona was on the winning team, and that Macià and Zamora had combined 

to execute a miraculous victory. La Rambla enthused that "there comes a time when sport is the 

                                                        
230 For more on the history of this periodical, see previous chapter.  



127 

 

    

  

only mouthpiece for a nation which desires liberty and justice... A sporting nation is one which is 

conscious of both its rights and duties”.   

Following a "cycle of meetings" and many public announcements and private 

negotiations, it was in the stadium that the people could officially gave their seal of approval to 

the new regime. It was also in the stadium that the government began its use of sport to show its 

desire to appeal to the working classes.  The same issue of the newspaper carried the tagline 

“citizenship and sport,” as well as news of the pact of San Sebastian and the composition of the 

provisional government, but to read these more in depth political articles one had to first turn past 

the visible, tangible manifestation of unity that dominated the front page. If nations are truly 

imagined communities, then such a community never took on a more real and physical form than 

in the stadium of Montjuïc. The nation was packed into a tight space, sharing sentiments and 

stands across classes. In pictures of the event, a group of exhausted and elated looking young men 

in dirty football jerseys surrounded two old men in suits looking even more exhausted and 

somewhat surprised at the outpouring of popular feeling231. Within 5 years these same young men 

would be exhausted, muddy and tired on the battlefields of the Civil War, but for now everything 

seemed full of hope and the future looked bright.  

 

                                                        
231 “arriba un moment que l'esport fou el vertable i unic portaveu d'unpoble que volia libertat i volia 
Justicia…Un poble esportiu és un poble conscient dels seus deures i els seus drets” “A L’estadi de 
Barcelona, Els Esportius Catalans van Rendre Homenatge Als Dos Presidents, Senyor Alcala Zamora I 
Macía.” La Rambla, March 27, 1931. 
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Figure 1 La Rambla, March 27, 1930. 

This nationalist sporting policy was enacted again, two years after the football game, 

when Macià stood in the stadium once more, this time alongside Catalan cyclist and national hero 

Marian Cañardo, one was born into the Catalan elite and one a working class immigrant, one a 
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privileged member of the patrician class, an ex-Lieutenant-colonel and established politician, the 

other having moved to Catalonia at a young age as part of the struggle of his working class family 

to find a better life. Standing on the podium, they could look down upon a crowd of their 

(Catalan) flag waving countrymen. From the sharpest suits to the greasiest overalls, the whole of 

society was represented, and they all cheered in support of not one, but two Catalan heroes. These 

two men, of different provenances entirely, had been brought together through a program that 

aimed to diffuse sport and physical culture through a broader class base, and bring more people 

into the nation through shared experiences. Just as Macià and Cañardo came from different social 

and regional backgrounds, so did many members of the ERC, and even more of those who 

sustained them in power at the ballot box. Through sports and physical culture, this alliance was 

forged and a national identity given a physical body.  

The ERC and the Popular Sports Model  

The common narrative of the Second Republic is one of “two Spains”: one republican, 

progressive, and agnostic, the other catholic, nationalist and conservative. These Spains oscillated 

in power and had highly divergent views on Catalan autonomy, as well as virtually every other 

aspect of public policy. The ideological disagreements in Spain would also manifest in Catalonia. 

In the early days of the Second Republic, it seemed as if society was ready to unite behind the 

left-republican nationalist project in Catalonia. The same workers who had been demonized in the 

press now came into the streets to sing “La Marseilles” and welcome the Republic. Macià  stood 

in plaça St Jaume (later to become the plaça de la República Catalana) as crowds cheered “visca 

Macià”, and a few hundred meters away workers sang “the International” at the foot of the 

Ramblas. The normally conflicting left wing ideologies seemed to be united in one project. In the 

first months of the Republic, the Unió Socialista de Catalunya (USC), the powerful Unió de 

Rabassaires (UR, an agricultural smallholders union), and many trade unions affiliated 

themselves to the ERC. This combined the political and economic interests of the majority of the 
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residents of Catalonia behind the flag of the nation, and allowed the ERC an unassailable level of 

loyalty across the various classes of the Catalan electorate. The smallholders combined with the 

petit bourgeoisie and non-anarchist working classes formed the basis of the ERC’s support.  

The move from the Lliga’s conception of an elite nation served by a procedural republic 

to the ERC’s conception of a broader nation served by a substantive democracy represented a real 

and tangible change in the political leaning and purpose of the politics of nationalism in 

Catalonia. Just as Madrid would see a battle between the “two Spains” in the Second Republic, 

there were also competing visions of the Catalan nation. The agricultural debate between the 

smallholders and larger landowners brought the ERC’s ideological conflict with the Lliga, which 

had long represented the interests of the conservative large landowners in Catalonia, into the 

open. This was a fundamental change in the approach of Catalan nationalism; at its core the 

debate focused on who made up the nation and for whom the nation existed. Both parties 

squabbled over the votes of urban elites and strongly disagreed on agricultural policy. Both the 

ERC and the Lliga laid claim to Catalan nationalism, but it would be the ERC that remained in 

control of the national institutions throughout the Republic.  

 The challenge facing the Catalanist ERC was to make it understood that Catalanism was 

not merely a front for industrialists and the politics of previous elite liberalisms, but that the ERC 

version genuinely had the interests of the whole population at heart. To do this, the ERC required 

a means of expressing this shared interest and community to groups who ignored the speeches 

and publications that it used to appeal to the middle class. Falling back on the Catalan tradition of 

using culture to sustain identity, ERC leaders looked for a more accessible form of popular 

culture and found it in what became known as the popular sports movement.  

Beyond the grand spectacles, Catalan republican government made a substantial 

investment in a popular sport program that complemented and strengthened their cross class 

national message. The term “popular sport” was one used to describe this physical culture policy 
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at the time. The  Comitè Català pro Esport Popular ( Catalan Committee for Popular Sport, 

CCEP) was founded in 1936, but the term was in common usage in the press before this. The aim 

of Catalan popular sport was to create healthier, happier citizens, to spread sport and a left 

republican Catalan identity across a greater class base, and to ensure that physical culture did not 

become the exclusive preserve of those with abundant physical or economic resources.  Although 

not unique, the popular sports approach was certainly not common. The Popular sport movement 

in Catalonia would combine classes and let them come together in the gymnasia and stadia of 

Catalonia. Rather than instilling the superiority and values of one class, they would teach classes 

to understand each other. The idea of a cross class nation would not spread through the strict 

discipline of a militarized youth movement, but through the controlled exuberance of sports and 

balanced physical culture. Rather than using sports to create a nation that watched on the terraces, 

the ERC aimed to create a nation that participated on the pitch itself. Unlike other sport models, 

popular sport embraced all classes and abilities. The goal of the popular sporting initiatives of the 

ERC was not to further a specific ideology or aim for a victory in competition, so much as to 

further the general cohesiveness of the citizenry behind a shared goal. 

Popular sport aimed to create the popular athlete; this athlete was a working man or 

woman, a member of society and his or her community as well as of a team. The athlete’s value 

was measured not in how fast or strong they were, but in their contribution to the progress of the 

democratic and republican Catalan nation. Through popular sport, this athlete would come to 

know fellow countrymen and understand their shared struggle. Training would help the popular 

athlete avoid the physiological asymmetries and psychological constraints of working life. 

Through popular sport, the working man or woman could overcome the mundanity of industrial 

labour and realize that a  place on a football or gymnastics team was symbolic of a place in a 

greater national project.  
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As a foil to the so called “Republic of order,” this kinder, gentler republican policy 

offered a way of obtaining the consent of the working classes for the national project rather than 

coercing them to comply.  During a period where less democratic regimes in other parts of 

Europe were experimenting with the capacity of a youth based physical culture to turn young 

people into soldiers, the ERC used a unique conception of physical culture and popular sport to 

help form Catalan citizens and played an unusually active role in sport for a government of the 

period.  Internationally and internally, Catalonia’s Second Republic government hung its hat on 

its use of physical culture as education, foreign and social policy, constituting what I shall term 

the Popular Sport model.   

In contrast, most democracies of the time undervalued sports and physical culture and 

made little investment in it.  This lack of attention to sport spanned the economic and rhetorical 

actions of governments and politicians in democracies, as well as in the allocation of public 

space. As a consequence of this lack of government investment in physical culture, initiatives 

tended to be based in the citizen sector and the sporting culture focused on elite sport. Elite sports 

prized the performance in itself and not the place of that performance within society. The focus 

was on the few talented athletes participating and the great majority paying to watch. In 

Catalonia, however, the ERC invested significant financial, geographical and economic resources 

in the creation of a Catalan popular physical culture in which the great majority could participate. 

The ERC’s policies with regard to popular sport and physical culture also differed from 

what has been called the totalitarian sports model of other non-democratic European regimes.  

Both fascism and communism had embraced the potential of sport for the creation of identity 

within their militarized vertical hierarchy and both prioritized collective displays of unity over 

individual performance. Fascism’s strictly mass physical culture was nationalist but did not allow 

for individuals to choose how they expressed themselves within the nation but rather forced them 

to comply with the party narrative of the nation. In contrast, the USSR used sport as a tool of 
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class politics, but did not encourage individual self-expression or cross class interaction through 

sport.  

Internationally the USSR promoted what would be the third available sports model, 

workers sport. This model was a precursor to the political ideals of the Popular Front.232 It aimed 

to unite both the socialist and communist sports movements in one physical cultural sphere that 

would allow the workers of the world to unite around fraternal competition and to perceive 

common cause in a conflict that was of much greater importance than the sporting one.233 

While there were similarities between popular sports and workers’ sport, there were 

important differences.  The workers’ sports model was more common across Europe and is more 

familiar to sports historians. While the ERC was leftist, and popular sport did appeal primarily 

(but by no means exclusively) to the working classes, this does not make it the same as the more 

explicitly class based sports movements of the RSI and SASI234. The popular sports movement 

embraced a broad range of the political left and hoped that, through sport, the classes would come 

to better understand each other. By contrast, the workers’ sports movement saw itself as part of a 

class struggle and, as its name implies, was class limited. Survey texts on European sports history 

often collapse popular and workers’ sports movements into the same category, but a deeper 

understanding suggests that one was designed to bring classes together behind a national cause, 

while the other aimed to bring a single class together across nations.  The Catalan popular sport 

movement clearly differed from the more exclusive and divisive efforts of the fascist and 

                                                        
232 Murray, W. J. “The French Workers’ Sports Movement and the Victory of the Popular Front in 1936.” 
International Journal of the History of Sport 4, no. 2 (1987): 203–30. 

 
233 Jones, S. G. “The European Workers’ Sport Movement and Organized Labour in Britain Between the 
Wars.” European History Quarterly 18, no. 1 (1988):  

234 The Red Sports International and the Sozialistische ArbeiterSport Internationale were both workers’ 
sport bodies that initially competed for hegemeony before later combining during the Popular Front era.  
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communist states as well as the international workers’ sport movement in its goals and 

composition and merits a closer investigation.    

There were certainly limits to what the popular sport model would achieve. The progress 

of popular sport was hampered by the social divisions and political instability of the Republic.  

The Generalitat and the Cortes were elected in different elections that often occurred at different 

times. The electoral cycle and fluctuating composition of the various levels of governance in this 

period made planning and regulating a challenge for sports, physical culture and many other areas 

of policy. Doubtless even more progress would have been made with less division. As a result of 

this unstable legislative environment and the growing interest and participation in sports, there 

emerged an alphabet soup of government sports commissions, agencies, initiatives and plans. 

These attempts at organization began, occasionally succeeded and invariably ossified and were 

replaced during the short life span of the Second Republic. However, demand from the citizens of 

Catalonia for increased sporting infrastructure and access only increased during the Republic. The 

popular sports movement clearly grew during this period, and this was as much due to the 

government support of the ideals and the infrastructure behind popular sport as it was to the 

demand from below.  

Popular sport was part of the overarching frame of the ERC’s project, which was to 

create democratic and Catalan citizens who would subscribe to a notion of the Catalan nation that 

spanned classes and was rooted in a substantive understanding of what democracy meant. These 

citizens would not only perceive a shared Catalan identity but a shared political and cultural 

project that would physically and intellectually empower their fellow Catalans. Alongside the 

ideological  space opened by the government in Madrid, the popular sport program also drew on 

the support of the civil society that had long been an integral part of Catalan nationalism.  These 

civil society groups, fellow ideologues in Madrid, and certain individuals within the ERC, were 
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sufficient to allow the ERC to begin building a project based on using sport and physical culture 

to teach a substantive and democratic nationalism. 

 The space opened by the new regime in Madrid was defined by the reformist 

government of the first biennium. While the government in Madrid did not direct the project, it 

left the option to pursue it available to the government in Barcelona. The new republican era, and 

the progressive policies of the first biennium, offered many possibilities for the building of new 

systems of citizenship and nationalization in Spain. As the Second Republic opened up 

opportunities for participation in education and politics, so a more diverse approach to physical 

education followed.  This theory rejected the explicitly pre military approach of the dictatorship 

in favour of a more balanced physical education based on citizenship, not conflict. The debate on 

the nationalization of physical education, and the concern with giving it a progressive character to 

reflect the new state, reached the highest tiers of the political system with Prime Minister Azaña 

himself contributing to the discussion in 1932. What is important is that Azaña noted not only the 

importance of a progressive physical culture, but that sport be both popular and administered 

regionally, rather than by his Madrid government. Azaña stated that  “sporting federations should 

avoid spectacle sport and focus on the social function of sport… they should work with public 

instructional institutions and workers’ organizations in order to positively contribute to the 

physical betterment of the nation.”235 Clearly the notion of sport as something that could bring 

people together and benefit their health, rather than merely entertain or distract them, had taken 

hold in every tier of government. Even as he took office in Madrid, Azaña outlined the 

importance of physical education, calling it a “preoccupation [for the] government, which 

consider[ed] the expansion of sport as the basis of healthcare policy”. Azaña went on to argue 

                                                        
235“las asociaciones y federaciones deportivas deben de olvidar un poco el deporte espectaculo para preoc
uparse del deporte funcion social. 
Deben sobreponerse al interes general, puesto en contacto con las instituciones de instruccion publica y sa
nidad y prestando su ayuda en las organizaciones obreras, pueden contribuir poderosamente al mejoramie
nto fisico de la raza." Azaña, Manuel. As, August 9, 1932. 
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that the government should be responsible for creating “sporting facilities accessible to all 

citizens”. He continued that this important policy was not the responsibility of his regime, but 

rather that “it [was] principally municipalities who must attend to the satisfaction of this need.” 

236Acknowledging the value of sports was an important first step, which opened up a space for the 

ERC to step in with its popular sport program. Azaña added credibility and political viability to 

sports as social policy; through his statements and with his choice of publication, he also showed 

his desire to appeal to sportspeople as well as educators and politicians, and to unite the former 

with the latter. This appeal for sports education to be dealt with outside of Madrid, combined with 

his choice of audience, was soon reflected in Catalonia with the creation of a new body 

embracing all the interested parties in order to address the “problem of physical education.”237   

In addition to support from Madrid, there were key individuals within the ERC who saw 

the value of sport in the democratic national project.  These theorists, who combined sporting, 

medical, political and journalistic influences to build a theoretical groundwork on which future 

policy would stand, were vital to the popular sports project.  Josep Trabal was one of the key 

ideologues behind the notion of popular sport, as well as an instigator of much of the boom in the 

Catalan sporting press. His writing in La Jornada Deportiva (1921), La Raça (1922) 

and Sports (1923) formed the backbone of the theory and justification behind the policy of 

popular sport .He later went on to participate in the formation of the ERC and serve as secretary 

to Catalan President Luis Companys. As a pioneering sports journalist, President of the Federació 

Catalana d'Atletisme (and a representative for Catalonia at its Spanish equivalent) and a medical 

doctor, Trabal had a keen appreciation for the value of sport in public health. Trabal was a 

                                                        
236 “La Educación Física de la juventud –dijo– constituye una de las preocupaciones del Gobierno, que 
considera que la extensión del hábito deportivo es la base de toda política sanitaria.... Es indudable la 
necesidad de crear terrenos deportivos suficientemente dotados, accesibles a todos los ciudadanos. Pero el 
Estado poco puede hacer en esta cuestión. Son los municipios principalmente, quienes deben atender a la 
satisfacción de esa necesidad.” Azaña, Manuel. As. August 9, 1932. 

237 “L’Obra D’educació Física Popular.” La Rambla de Catalunya, February 17, 1930. 
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particular fan of athletics; he helped found the Català Club Atlètic and the athletics section of FC 

Barcelona,238 alongside his work on athletics governing bodies. His leftist credentials were also 

unblemished; he served as an ERC deputy in 1933 and a deputy for the pan leftist Front 

d'Esquerres in 1936.  It was men such as Trabal, confirmed in their support of the Catalan nation 

as well as the cause of the Republican left, and dedicated to sport for pleasure, identity and health, 

who helped the popular sports movement take shape in public policy. Trabal used his medical 

knowledge and sporting knowhow to advocate for the benefits of various events for the balanced 

musculature and cardio vascular health of the people of his nation.  It was Trabal, among others, 

who ensured that once the ERC took office, there was a corpus of sports theory to put into 

practice, and that the ideal of cross class sporting associations was quickly implemented. The 

intellectual antecedents and theories served to lay the groundwork for the popular sports 

movement. The theory behind popular sport was already in place, as was the demand and the 

ideological support. Now there arose the challenge of finding the most practical way for the ERC 

to achieve these popular goals.  

Government Initiatives, 1931-9 

The space opened up by the Second Republic allowed for a variety of initiatives on the 

part of the ERC to promote a sense of popular national identity through popular sport. These 

initiatives were often realized through cooperation with existing civil society groups and blur the 

lines between government and non-government activities. Government policy in these areas 

during the Second Republic falls into 5 major categories, each of which shall be explored below. 

First, there was the provision of sporting facilities and infrastructure; second, there was the 

organization of governing bodies for sport. These bodies were joined by a third element, the 

physical education program ,which took young people and made them young athletes who would 

                                                        
238 Castello, Francesc. “El Impulsor de La Jean Bouin.” El Mundo Deportivo. October 31, 1995. 
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later populate the popular sports civil society groups. Fourth, these bodies organized events that 

the government supported as a part of its promotion of popular sports. Alongside promoting 

events to benefit the Catalan population, the Generalitat also supported events and teams that 

were articulated abroad and designed to carry the message of popular sport and Catalan 

Nationalism beyond Catalonia.  

Sporting Facilities and Infrastructure 

The first major government initiative was the provision or re-purposing of sporting 

facilities. The first issue was to make existing structures available to the broader population.  Of 

particular interest in the leap from the pages of theory to the pitches of the nation is the debate 

over the stadia and structures left standing after the 1929 world’s fair. Public resources had 

invested in the growth and infrastructure of sport, and it became important that this sport space 

should be for the public to participate in. As noted in the previous chapter, Trabal had agitated for 

a more popular stadium when the facility was under construction.239 At that time, he had been 

something of a minority in his desires for the stadium to serve a population outside of Catalonia’s 

elites. By the time of the Second Republic, his ideas, and those of popular sport, were in the 

ascendency.  

Now the sporting civil society groups as well as other popular voices, demanded access 

to infrastructure, stadia and facilities and the government attempted to act upon that demand. 

What was at stake here was the conflict between popular and spectacle sport. In essence, the 

stadium debate raised the question of who sport was for. In 1930, the Montjuïc stadium was 

causing uproar in the Catalan press. Although it had been funded by the bourgeoisie, demand rose 

for sports infrastructure to serve the people who built the stadium.  From the outset, there had 

been complaints about its design, which placed spectator facilities above those for mass exercise 

                                                        
239 Josep Elias i Juncosa. “El Estadio Catalán.” Atletica, December 15, 1916. 
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and popular sport.240  These objections gained traction under the Republic, with the stadium’s use 

by British and US promoters for “dirt track” motorcycle racing just months after it was 

symbolically handed over to the Catalan people and the ownership of the Generalitat. Previously, 

the stadium had hosted boxing title bouts between foreign fighters, causing outrage at what was 

deemed to be an inappropriate use of a public stage for a violent sport, and the high ticket prices 

excluding many working class Catalans.241 While the stadium clearly allowed for a great many to 

watch a few compete, this was not its sole purpose, or indeed its main function, in the eyes of the 

popular sports movement. Much as a cathedral allows for many people to worship, so the stadium 

was supposed to serve as a site for active participation and not merely passive spectating. When it 

was felt that the stadium had become merely a commercial enterprise, where people served as no 

more than a source of income for the event promoters, things were seen to have gone awry. Not 

only was the nature of the events held in the stadium contrary to much of the messaging of the 

Republican left (who, in many of their physical education theories, objected to the violence of 

boxing and the excessive consumerism exhibited by motor racing), but also the fact that these 

sports excluded the people for whom the stadium was built and aimed to charge entry to what was 

seen as a public space.  

The shift in the debate was clear; The position that sport was a right and not a privilege 

and the government should be invested in securing its accessibility for all had become dominant. 

By 1931, it was not just the economic elites but the political founders of the new, popular, 

Catalan nation who sat in the stadium seats. Both Companys and Macià can be seen in 

photographs of games at the stadium featuring Catalan sides as well as the multisport events held 

                                                        
240 Sedó Navarro. “L’estadi de La Ciutat.” El Mati, November 30, 1930, Maurici Serrahima. “La 
Desqualificació de L’estadi.” El Mati, September 3, 1930. 

241 “espectacles bèl·lics i manifestacions feudalesques” Sedó Navarro. “Un Atemptat Contra La Joventut.” 
El Mati, August 2, 1930. 
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for popular athletes.242 Although the facility hosted few editions of the Copa del Presidente de la 

República (Spain’s knock out national trophy, now known as the Copa del Rey), it replaced these 

with multiple popular events that filled the pitch and the stadium with the citizens of the nation 

the ERC was trying to build. 

The stadium was not the only infrastructure project that was to be repurposed for a 

popular end during the Republic, according to La Rambla, at the forefront of the popular sporting 

press. La Rambla gave voice to those who called for the buildings of the 1929 exhibition to host 

sporting facilities for the people of Catalonia. One article brought together the football, cycling, 

swimming, boxing and athletic federations together to call for a facility to be donated to a jointly 

run sports governing body. This would allow the events to have a legacy for the people of the 

city. The federations asked that the space be allocated to a shared headquarters.  The sharing of 

space and ideas would facilitate the organization of multi sport events . The physical proximity of 

these organizational bodies would also increase cooperation towards popular wellbeing through 

sport. Various organizations proposed differing layouts and uses of the space, but all seemed to 

agree on the principle of an open layout with facilities which could be adapted to many sports, 

and a shared administrative space.  This article, published in the early days of the Republic, 

illustrated the immediate demand for a change in the focus of sports and sporting facilities. 

Clearly there was a demand to use these publically funded spaces for popular sport, rather than 

for profit, and for this popular sport to have a central organization to administer it for a national 

end.243 

The Generalitat accepted the proposal and offices were granted to the sports governing 

bodies. By 1933 they would host not just individual sports organizing bodies, but also 

                                                        
242 Sagarra, Josep Maria. Retrat Companys. Photograph,  Arxiu Fotogràfic de Barcelona. 

243 “Els Esportius per Un Palau Dels Esports.” La Rambla, May 11, 1931. 
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overarching organizations that would unite these bodies. This office, in the buildings that had 

previously housed the exposition at Montjuïc, was an important initiative of the government to 

help facilitate a more coherent and accessible popular sport policy, and to democratize access to 

physical and national culture. This shared space and proximity would facilitate the organization 

of multi-sport events and lower the cost to sports organizing bodies wishing to establish 

themselves.244 By sharing a single space, the sports governing bodies were able to better co-

ordinate such mass spectacles. Equally important, they could come to see popular sports as a 

movement rather than seeing each sport as its own, self contained sphere. 

Sports Governing Bodies 

As well as securing the physical necessity of stadia and infrastructure, the government 

encouraged the formation of umbrella sports agencies. These organizations gave a coherence to 

Catalan sport, and allowed the government to manage it with some degree of control and to 

maintain a national message. There was a blossoming of such organizations, which took sport 

from its immediate context and added to it elements of international relations, education and 

interclass politics.   

The Federació Catalana de Gimnàstica (FCG) emerged in 1932 as a union of Catalan 

gymnastics governing bodies.245 It aimed to unite federations in order to improve the quality of 

the sport in Catalonia, as well as to add a clear national message. The Catalan sports press 

complained that Catalonia seemed to be the last nation in the world to have an established 

gymnastics federation.  When a federation was established in 1932, it began with a mere 23 

                                                        
244 “Unió Catalana de Federacions Esportives.” Gimnastica, 1934, num1:1 edition. 

245 The FCG itself was a broad church and included representatives from CADCI, the Associació Cultural 
Gimnàstica Deportiva, the Centre Gimnàstic Barcelonès, various local gymnastic clubs and Federació de 
Joves Cristians Catalunya 
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members, a feeble effort compared to 300,000 in Germany and 84,872 in France. 246 However, the 

growth of the institution once it was set up was dramatic, and this was seen as a positive 

reflection on the ability of Catalonia to fit into the modern nation state system. It also allowed for 

sport to be practiced at a higher level, and with a more clear nationalizing message.   

The FCG quickly outgrew its roots in gymnastics, with demand for a broader 

organization. In order to meet popular demand, the Generalitat created the Unió Catalana de 

Federacions Esportives (UCFE) in 1933, under the presidency of Pompeu Fabra. This body 

would further combine national and sports organizations and their messages. At its inception, this 

organization combined the governing bodies of athletics, swimming, excursionism, basketball, 

boxing, gymnastics, hockey, wrestling, rugby, baseball, archery. It lacked the input of the 

governing bodies of rowing, tennis, Basque pelota and fencing, which it would need in order to 

have every government-registered sporting federation in Catalonia represented.  The UCFE’s 

publication, Gimnàs, made immediate and explicit reference to its desire to improve the access to 

sporting facilities for all classes. Editorials in Gimnàs noted the lack of infrastructural and 

institutional support for accessible popular sport in Catalonia, when compared to nation states in 

Europe. This narrative clearly suggests that these sporting institutions had a double benefit for 

Catalonia; they offered it the sporting trappings of statehood in the international sphere and the 

means of disseminating the national message at home.  

The UCFE used its government support, and the earlier cited debate on the buildings of 

the exposition, to set up a central office for all of its member federations. In its rhetorical, 

economic and logistical support of the initiatives of sports bodies to organize around a popular 

goal, the ERC helped these bodies to constitute a unified popular sport movement. This 

movement welcomed people, regardless of their abilities, and directed them to the sports for 
                                                        
246 In part this low number of adherents is due to the much longer established organizations abroad  and in 
part it is due to the fact that many sporting organizations were subsumed into other affiliations such as 
Ateneus or parties. “Sagitari.” Gimnastica, 1934, num1:1 . 
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which they were best suited, rather than leaving those who would not excel at a particular sport 

outside of the sporting world entirely.  

Later in the Republic, the same embrace of sporting competition alongside physical 

culture and physical education gave rise to a new group of organizing bodies that aimed to bring 

people together through fraternal competition outside of the education system. This fusion of 

physical education theory, nationalization and leisure activity was at the heart of popular sport. 

Facilitated by the ERC’s support, this movement gave rise to the Comité Català pro Esport 

Popular (CCEP) in 1936.  This body aimed to serve in the nationalization of the masses as well 

as for improving public health.   Given that the CCEP drew on the existing sports and physical 

education infrastructure, its arrival was more a case of fusing existing entities behind a coherent 

national program than creating a new organization from scratch. Although the CCEP was not 

affiliated with any political party, it was very much a creation of the ERC’s popular sport and 

physical education initiatives. It was consulted, formed and funded by the Catalan government 

and contained many of the same personnel as the ERC’s other sporting initiatives.  The 

committee combined physical educators from the Acadèmia d'Educació Física de Catalunya247 

(AEFC)  with the architects of the nation’s sporting infrastructure, theorists who wrote on 

physical culture in organizations of the Catalan sports movemen,t such as the Ateneu 

                                                        
247 The AEFC shall be explored in more detail below. It served an important role in the nationalization of 
the physical education experience by providing pedagogical training to physical educators and thus 
ensuring a national experience of popular sport and progressive national physical education in schools 
across Catalonia.  
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Enciclopedic Popular (AEP),248 Centre Autonomista de Dependents del Comerç i de la Indústria 

(CADCI),249 Club Femeni i d'Esports (CFE),250 and the Centre Gimnastic Barcelones .   

The earliest press reference to the CCEP can be found on the 30th March 1936.251 At this 

time, the committee shared office space with the AEP, and often met at the Ateneu or at the 

CADCI headquarters. These locations had previously also hosted offices for the AEFC, showing 

the ideological and physical similarities between the two groups and the density of the civil 

society networks that supported them.  Given that the CCEP was promoting large scale events by 

mid-April, its founding likely predates this reference. Gounot dates the committee’s founding to 

February of 1936,252 but there seems to be a lack of documentary evidence to confirm this claim. 

What is clear is that the CCEP hit the ground running, as it grew from an existing group of civil 

society organizations and government bodies.  

Mundo Deportivo cites the CCEP’s first meeting as having “the air of a Soviet”, and 

quotes one of the founding members as saying that the organization’s aim was to promote sport in 

order to improve public health and “to popularize sport as a form of culture and physical 

regeneration [for the nation].”253 The CCEP aimed to encourage participation in popular sport and 

to boost a sense of national identity; it spoke of popular sport as having the goal of improving the 

                                                        
248 The AEP was one of the foremost ateneus in Catalonia and served as a cross class center for both 
intellectual and physical education. It served as a place for classes to meet and as an example of the “big 
tent” of republican culture.  it will be explored in more detail in a chapter 3 .  
 
249 The CADCI was a shop stewards’ union which first established its active sports and physical culture 
branch in 1905. The CADCI also supported the political and nationalist goals of the ERC. It will be more 
fully explored in a chapter 3  
 
250 The CFE was a club founded before the republic that was dedicated to the empowerment of women 
through sport and physical culture. It will be explored in depth as a case study in a chapter 6. 
  
251 “Los Festivales Proximos Del Comité Cátala Pro Esport Popular.” Mundo Deportivo, March 30, 1936. 

252 Gounot, A. “L’Olympiade Populaire de 1936–substitut Des Jeux Olympiques Ou Spartakiade 
Déguisée?,” n.d. 

253 Mundo Deportivo 18 March 1936 pp6 (popularizar el deporte como medio de cultura y 
regeneramiento  fisico) 



145 

 

    

  

health of the population, as opposed to placing emphasis on competitive success. Its goals were to 

use sport to improve culture and promote ideals of citizenship, fraternity and fair play. The 

existing mania for sports was to be taken and grafted with lessons in identity and citizenship to 

create a discourse that combined the fair play of sportsmanship with a similar discourse of 

citizenship. The CCEP represented a fusion of the key stakeholders in popular sport and physical 

education, which allowed for a unified approach to sport in the public and national interest.  

The CCEP’s strong focus on public health and national community was illustrated by its 

early campaign to eliminate tuberculosis in working class neighbourhoods, areas that had 

previously been hard for the Republican government to access.254 Such interventions in public 

health occurred alongside a narrative of shared sporting experience; i.e. this was not the middle 

classes helping the workers with a sense of paternalism, but the new nation reaching out to its 

citizens with a shared goal of improving the health of the nation. There was a focus on nonviolent 

sports and events that brought people together in a spirit of health, not competition. This approach 

drew on the theoretical positions established by the AEFC and its approach to physical education, 

which rejected specifically violent or aggressive sports and overly competitive matches. Sporting 

publications asserted that such violent sports would not teach the "seny and serenity" which were 

seen as characteristic of the Catalan nation, fusing the narrative of the nation with the theory of 

popular sport. Instead the CCEP called for a sport that would not strengthen "fists and feet used 

with mal intent… as this was not honourable or a [true] victory” [for the popular sports 

movement or the nation]. 255  The influence of theorists such as Soler was evident in the CCEP 

                                                        
254 German doctor Wilhelm Sweinty addressed the first meeting of the CCEP on the issue of usingexercise 
to prevent tuberculosis Mundo Deportivo 18 March 1936 pp6 

255 no n'hi ha prou en donar cops de peu de rutina amb curio ple d'aire, s'hi ha de posar el seny I la 
serenitat; no aneu a conquerir llorers esportius per la violencia que vos proporciona el vostre desenrotllo 
corporal; no aneu a la lluita esportiva a donar corps de puny ni puntades am la mala intencio puix axio no 
representa ni victoria ni honor. els biceps, els corps de puny I les puntades amb tota la mala intencio ho 
haveu de guardar per quan arribi l'hora de la dignitat ciutadana. Esl camps de l'esport de nostra terra son 
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discourse on balanced bodies, and the importance of maintaining control and restraint, rather than 

sacrificing these for victory at all costs. Sport was fused into this national identity and embedded 

with lessons relating to citizenship and identity. Sport could be part of a healthy exercise regime 

which aimed for the creation of balanced bodies, as opposed to those biased toward one form or 

another of competitive sport,256 or, indeed, those stunted by factory labour and unhealthy living 

conditions.  

The CCEP, although wide ranging in its institutional and sporting support base, did not 

embrace all forms of physical culture or all groups.  Clearly their ideology had political as well as 

physical goals, and sometimes the former came ahead of the latter. In general, the movement 

illustrated a marked preference for sports over excursionism; the latter was linked, in the 

organizers’ minds,  with a more militaristic and less rational and scientific theory of the 

development of the body.  There was also a rejection of physical culture that was linked to 

alternative views of the Catalan and Spanish nation. Solidaridad Obrera reports that the 

committee rejected the offer of help from the Boy Scouts of Zaragoza before the Popular 

Olympics of 1936, citing the fact that the games were antifascist in character and the Boy Scouts 

had not proven such an affiliation257. The Scouting movement had always had something of an 

ambiguous relationship with the ERC and the left, and was often suspected of being a recruiting 

ground for the Falange and the right wing of the Catalan political spectrum. The emphasis on 

order, uniforms and discipline seemed to be contradictory to the individual expression of the 

                                                                                                                                                                     

per enfortir els muscles no per postar- los a prova dins els mateixos Balaguer. “El Camp Nou D’esports de 
La UE Balaguerina.” Pla I Muntanya, September 22, 1930. 

256 Emili Pelicier made the argument against competitive sports time and again in his position as head 
coach at the AEP . For further examples see Pelicier, Emili. “Gimnas I Esport.” Butlletí AEP, October 1, 
1922 and other articles in the same publication. 

257 “Una Aclaración Del Comité Cátala Pro Esport Popular.” Solidaridad Obrera, June 16, 1937. 
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ERC's popular sports. Clearly the inclusive rhetoric of the CCEP and its ERC supporters had its 

limits, defined by its left republican ideology.  

Physical Education and La Acadèmia d'Educació Física de Catalunya  

Perhaps the most important of the government initiatives with regard to sport and 

physical culture was in education. Under the 7th article of the 1932 Statute of Autonomy, limited 

sovereignty was given to regions in education  (while the federal government retained the 

ultimate right to legislate and provide for all young people)258. In practice, this meant that the 

Generalitat and its ERC leaders enjoyed the right to pursue nationalization efforts through its 

education system throughout the Republic.  Educational theory from other parts of Europe could 

percolate into Catalonia and the ERC could use progressive and novel methods to educate young 

people as Catalans. The comparative freedoms enjoyed in education meant that there was an 

incentive for the ERC to innovate and make education more “Catalan”.  As republican 

governments in Madrid swayed from left to right, so education policies there  met with 

acceptance or resistance, but the Constitution and its provisions gave a clear opportunity for 

adopting new methods  of pedagogy in the creation of Catalan identity. Moreover while textbooks 

and classes may have been subject to more strict oversight, physical education offered an easy 

way to teach Catalan identity. The opportunities were particularly strong during the reformist 

First Biennium. The Second Republic saw the re-ordering of the Ministerio d’Instrucción Pública 

(MIP) under the Catalan Marcellí Domingo, and in the Republic’s first biennium 7,000 schools 

and 14,000 education jobs were created259. The schools in Catalonia during this reformist 

biennium were allowed to teach, not only in Castilian, but also in Catalan. This bilingualism was 

a great coup for the construction of the nation in schools and the Catalanization of young people. 

                                                        
258 In accordance with article 50 of the constitution the government was ultimately responsible for creating 
an equal system of education across Spain in the official language of the Republic.  

259 Gil, Joan Corbalán. “L’ensenyament Públic Primari a Mollet Del Vallès Durant La II República.” Notes 
7 (1993): 123–36. 
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The Catalan press registered its “profound gratitude” for Domingo’s moves to allow the use of 

the Catalan language in schools, and the people came into the streets in great numbers to show 

their pride at a Catalan occupying such a prestigious office in Madrid, while still retaining a 

Catalan identity260. Through the liberal attitudes of the reformist government and Domingo’s 

tenure in the position, the early years of Spain’s democratic experiment would allow for 

considerable gains for Catalanism in education.  

It was not just in the classroom but also in the gymnasium that the nation was to be taught 

to young people. There was a call for co-ordination of the disparate efforts in this sphere behind a 

more coherent national program ”for our collective betterment.”261 Through a policy of physical 

education in schools, the government could encourage healthy habits and strong bodies as well as 

a progressive national identity in young people. Theorists, with both medical and political 

backgrounds, clamoured for physical education.262 Even before the Second Republic, there had 

been increasing calls for a modern Catalan physical education to address the health of citizens, 

and a perception of a system that was failing the working classes.  A proposal for a “popular 

physical education” program appeared in La Veu de Catalunya in 1930. The language of this 

manifesto was explicitly cross class, and reached out to women and men in the interest of a 

collective national goal. It addressed a perceived “urgent need” regarding the physical condition 

of young people, “without forgetting women”, and clearly built upon the sense of a need for 

                                                        
260 “Tots els catalans anirem avui a manifestar públicament al català il·lustre que ocupa el ministeri 
federal d'Instrucció Pública el nostre agraïment profund pel seu decret sobre bilingüisme” Foix, J.V. 
“Salut, Marcel·lí Domingo!” La Publicitat, May 31, 1931. 

261 “La seva missió ha d’ésser fer comprendre la urgent necessitat d’atendre l’aspecte físic de la formació 
de la infància i del jovent, sense oblidar la dona, tant negligida fins ara: coordinar i impulsar els esforços 

que des de diferents sectors hom realitza amb aquesta finalitat i formar gent tècnicament capacitada per 
ajudar a dur a terme aquesta obra de millorament de la nostra col·lectivitat” J., Batista, J. M., Bosch, R., 
Folguera, M., Garí, J., Guardiola, Trabal J. A. “L’obra d’Educació Fisica Popular.” La Veu de Catalunya. 
3rd April 1930 

262 “Mitin Deportivo.” Heraldo Deportivo. October 25, 1919. 
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physical education in a nation that was growing in stature and importance. There was much to be 

gained for athletic organizations in perpetuating this language of crisis, but the initial calls 

seemed to come from outside of the movement in publications targeted at a mainstream 

audience.263   

Increasingly, this discourse brought the condition of the working classes to the forefront 

of the agenda for both health and education. Many popular periodicals also carried editorials on 

the importance of a physical education that was properly planned and cross class, in order to 

ensure the health and strength of the nation. La Rambla de Catalunya called for such education to 

be promoted “in every factory,” and not just to those traditionally able to compete in such events 

in order that the benefits of such an education reach those most in need.264 The Catalan 

gymnastics federation, the FCG, had also begun to take more action, in order to address the 

increasing perception of the “problem of physical education,” which had become something of a 

theme in popular media.265 Other sports organizations also reflected this cross class concern and 

demand for physical education. The general sport federation, the UCFE, lamented the gap 

between spectators and athletes in elite sports, and expressed a desire to move from a nation 

which “distracted ourselves” with sport to one which participated and become a truly “sporting 

nation”.  Gimnàstica carried the message that “sport is not only about winning or breaking 

                                                        
263 J., Batista, J. M., Bosch, R., Folguera, M., Garí, J., Guardiola, and ... Trabal J. A. “L’obra d’Educació 
Fisica Popular.” La Veu de Catalunya, April 3, 1930. 

“L’obra D’educació Física Popular.” La Rambla de Catalunya, February 17, 1930. 

264 " caldra fer una propaganda en totes les fabriques en nom de l'obra de "l'educacio fisica popular" La 
Rambla de Catalunya, March 14, 1930. 

265 “Portic.” Gimnastica, 1934, num1:1 edition. 
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records… above all the victories and competitions stands physical education.”266  Clearly, all 

these voices supported the essential impulse behind popular physical education and sport.267  

Medical doctors as well as sports bodies and politicians supported the campaign for 

physical education; it was seen to offer benefits for the health and productivity of the working 

class, as well as for the strength and fortitude of the nation, both as a physical and political 

concept. One such doctor, Joan Soler, emerged at the forefront amongst theorists of the 

movement. Writing in a range of publications, Soler demanded immediate action on the issue of 

physical education for public health.268 Through the civil society demands, the ideas of 

individuals such as Trabal and Soler, and the perceived physical education crisis, there soon 

emerged a consensus of support for Catalan physical education that was taken up by the 

republican government.  

This unity of civil society demands was articulated to a receptive government in 

Barcelona. The Generalitat quickly acted to establish a set of best practices for physical education 

that would allow for a universal national program. This began with the same idea as the Escola 

Normal de Mestres, which was created in 1931 in order to normalize the instruction of teachers 

and guarantee a basic minimum of instruction for pupils and a coherent message from Catalan 

teachers and schools. This was very much a republican initiative designed to ensure that citizens 

had the basic democratic minimum, an education that allowed them to fully realize their 

citizenship. This education had long been part of the policy of the Spanish republican movement, 

                                                        
266 “Fer esport no és sols guanyar un contrincant, ni batre un récord, per damunt de totes les victories, de 
totes les competicions, de tots els récords, hi ha l’Educacio Fisica. Les Federacions esportives han d’ésser 
alguna cosa mésque ;maquines organitzado res de competicions, per damunt de totes les competicions hi 
ha la salut de. Catalunya.” “Sagitari.” Gimnastica, 1934, num1:1 . 

267 “pero un espectador no es mai un esportiu. podem desplacar grans masses d'espectadors . ens hem 
cregut que Catalunya es un poble esportiu: tot el mes som un poble que ens agrada distreure'ns i que ens 
diverteixin” “Ibid. 

268 Soler, Joan. “Consideracions Sobre Educació Física.” Nosaltres Sols, January 16, 1932.   
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but it could also serve a Catalan national end.  This homogenization of instruction was important, 

as it allowed for a coherent policy and message to spread throughout the nation via the schools.  

However at first this system did not account for the need for physical education. In the same 

edition of Gimnàstica that announced the formation of the UCFE, an article compared the current 

physical education, system to a tailor making shoes. Teaching academic classes may be vaguely 

related to physical education but they are not one and the same. Just as shoes and suits are both 

similar and share certain aspects, so physical and intellectual educations are similar but also 

require different skills and training in order to do either one well.269 

The ERC moved to address the issues related to the lack of facilities for physical 

education, as well as establishing a coherent program for the teaching of physical education in 

schools. At the heart of this effort was the AEFC, formed in 1934 to establish best practices for a 

Catalan, progressive and leftist physical education policy throughout Catalonia. The charge of 

creating a program fell to a group of experts who straddled government and civil society. There 

were sports professionals and interested amateurs, doctors, coaches, journalists and politicians 

from across the national spectrum. It was established that physical education would play an 

integral part in the ERC’s Catalan curriculum, and thus that sport and physical culture would play 

a key part in being Catalan, but the finer details fell to the AEFC. On the 11th of February 1934, 

the FCG called a conference of physical educationists, doctors, sports administrators and other 

interested parties through an announcement in La Veu De Catalunya and other newspapers.270 

This was a body that was open to input from many, rather than a closed professional 

                                                        
269 “Si un sastre, molt bon sastre, un dia es posés a fer sabates, segurament que no hi reeixiria i seria la 
riota. de tothom, pero si a aquest sastre, molt bon sastre, se li ocor  regués fer director en Educacié Fisica, 
potser no hi hauria ningu que s'atrevis a dir-li que per a dirigir o fer una"feina determinada el primer que 
cal és que hi en- 

entengui, encara que es sigui un sastre molt bon sastre i encara que aquesta feina sigui Ia de direccio en 
matéries d’Educacio fisica” “Sagitari.” Gimnastica, 1934, num1:1 . 

270 Gimnàs. La Veu de Catalunya, February 22, 1934. 
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organization.271 On the 25th of the same month, the meeting occurred at the Ateneu Enciclopedic 

Popular, a neutral location well known for meetings between different groups united behind a 

progressive republican cause.272 By the 15th of March, the organization established a constitution, 

and a board was elected for what became the Acadèmia d'Educació Física de Catalunya 273.  

The AEFC was a creation of the ERC, and its composition and ideology would have been 

impossible without the unique circumstances of its birth. It fused a desire for public health and 

nationalization with a love of sport and the necessary expertise in an explicit set of goals 

reproduced in Appendix 1. The aims of the group included intellectual as well as practical ends. 

Thus, they wished to create a section on the theory of physical education in the Biblioteca 

Nacional, a Catalan dictionary of sports and physical education, and a congress of experts who 

would form the curriculum for an institute for the instruction of physical educators. Soler was 

joined by other theorists in a rush to give the movement a theoretical literature.  Josep Curto, 

himself a medical doctor and physical education instructor, published Un Plan de Educación 

Física in 1934, again outlining the benefits of, and methods used for, physical education. In 

December of 1934, the AEFC even summoned a conference in order to properly define the terms 

“physical education”, “physical culture” and “gymnastics,”274 to prevent confusion between them. 

The results of this discussion were widely published in other publications, in order to clarify the 

benefits physical education offered and the best practices for the nation’s program. Their 

theoretical writing would help to improve the quality and consistency of physical education for 

young people in Catalonia and the ability of physical educators to acquaint themselves with the 

                                                        
271 Torrebadella I Flix, Xavier. “La Acadèmia d’Educació Física de Catalunya. Un Intento Para Legitimar 
Un Espacio Institucional Y Doctrinal de La Educación Física En La II República.” Apunts. Educación 
Física Y Deportes, no. 114 (2013). 

272 “Acadèmia d’Educació FÍsica de Catalunya.” Gimnastica, 1934, num1:1.. 

273 “Noticiari.” Gimnàstica, 1934, num 2: 25  

274 “Gimnasia. Una Definición de Educación Física.” La Vanguardia, December 13, 1934. 
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latest theories and practices.  Just as the membership of the AEFC was varied, so was the reach of 

its projects.275  

A capable teaching corps and a unified national message would only come about with the 

professionalization of the physical educators and the creation of a coherent national program. The 

clear conclusion which Soler drew, and the UCFE and AEFC shared, was that a mistake had been 

made in trusting sports and physical education to untrained volunteers . In order to create a more 

efficient platform for nationalization and public health, the government would need to take the 

reins, albeit in consultation with the experts who were part of civil society groups. Soler agreed 

with this proposal, arguing that instruction by unqualified teacherss was worthless or, as he put it, 

that “pedagogy, or the science of education, cannot exist without the pedagogical instruction of 

the pedagogues.”276 The theory that emerged from such groups held that physical education 

benefitted the intellect as well as the body. Such thought was spearheaded by Soler’s l’Assaig 

d’un pla general d’educació física, “the first book on gymnastics by a Catalan and in Catalan.”277 

In the writing of Soler and others, foreign influence and academic study of physical education is 

clear. In an article entitled, “La gimnàstica a Alemanya,” the author, Joaquim Ral, was 

particularly interested in the ability of the Germans to make inroads into populations that were 

more inclined to football and festivity than the formations of group athletics and the cultivation of 

the perfect healthy body.278 Soler, in the same publication, quoted extensively from Lindhard’s 

works on the need to overcome working class distaste for physical education, as well as the 

                                                        
275 Comamala, C. “Acadèmia d’Educació Física de Catalunya Y Su Labor.” El Mundo Deportivo, April 25, 
1934. 

276 “La pedagogica o ciencia de l’educacio no pot existir sense l’educacio pedagogica dels pedagogs” 
Soler, Joan. “Educació Física.” Ibid.  

277 Gimnàstica, 1934, num 2 : 2 edition. 

278 Ral, Joaquim. “La Gimnàstica a Alemanya.” Gimnastica, 1934, num1:1. 



154 

 

    

  

urgent need to address the lack of properly trained teachers. 279 Clearly, the organization was 

invested in a cross class model of physical culture, and in enticing the working classes to 

subscribe to it.  The AEFC would publish the quarterly magazine Gimnàs, with news clarifying 

technical issues, advising teachers and announcing meetings. They aimed to make research and 

technical information more accessible, and clarify best practices for physical education with a the 

goal of improving the state of physical education and thus of the nation. Through clarifying terms 

and techniques, the AEFC helped Catalonia to establish a truly national system of physical 

education. 

The AEFC built upon the various theories outlined above, arguing that physical education 

should not be seen as a thing apart from education in general. This vision of the nation as a single 

body, and the need for physical education to sculpt that body to best serve its purpose, was crucial 

to popular sport. In its goal of forming a theoretical cannon for popular sport, the AEFC seemed 

to be a great success. Sport and education offered synergies, as physical training at once 

strengthened the body and benefitted the intellect, “as there are intimate connections between the 

mind and the body.”280 Gimnàstica reminded its readers that the health of the collective group is 

based on the health of each individual, and that it was through the early instruction of children in 

gymnastic technique that a healthy nation could be formed. The AEFC’s theory adhered to the 

philosophy that gymnastics were preferable to the excesses of sport. The co-operative nature of 

gymnastics would be to the benefit of all, as there was no victor and vanquished, but rather a 

                                                        
279 Johannes Lindhard was a  Medical professor at the University of Copenhagen,  he attempted to balance 
his desire to establish gymnastics as a subject with the necessity of maintaining his credibility as an 
academic. He theorized extensively on the best forms of physical education as well as practicing medicine 
and studying human physiology.  Jensen, Anders Frøslev, and Hans Bonde. “Gymnastics – an Emerging 
National University Discipline – Johannes Lindhard’s Struggle to Institutionalise Gymnastics as a Subject 
at the University of Copenhagen 1909–1940.” The International Journal of the History of Sport 28, no. 14 
(September 2011) 

280 “per a rao dels intims lligams que hi han entre l'esperit i el cos” “Cal Fer Gimnastica.” Gimnastica, 
1934, num1:1. 
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benefit for all who took part. Competitive sport required the “maximum forces of which the 

human body is capable,”281 while gymnastics prepared the body for such efforts through a 

balanced and gradual progression, rather than through a sudden and fierce competition for which 

many would be ill equipped. Soler’s proposed system would be based on both Swiss gymnastic 

and Czech Sokol influences, but adapted to the Catalan nation’s specific needs. He wished to 

teach young people the principles of “position, direction, resistance, balance, force and 

conservation of energy”282. The statutes of the AEFC explicitly outlined a national focus on the 

“betterment of the Catalan race; a stronger nation physically would be a stronger nation 

politically.  If the nation was to grow, it would have to acknowledge that “the weak and the 

cowardly are not useful” in the struggle for national independence. Rather than pursuing a 

eugenic agenda and expelling those considered to be less than physically perfect, they should 

pursue an education model to make everyone stronger.283  

In the months following its foundation, the AEFC increased its nationalist activism. For 

example, it opposed the educational policy of the CEDA-Radical government in Madrid. An 

article on the subject began by noting that Spain was one of few nations without compulsory 

physical education, and that the policy of the coalition in Madrid would push Spain even further 

apart from the rest of Europe. It was clear that Catalonia must had to lead the way by pioneering a 

universal physical education program for teachers, to ensure a universal experience for young 

people, regardless of class, and regardless of the inclusion of physical education in the Madrid-

mandated curriculum.284 While Catalonia began this process in 1934, it would indeed take Madrid 

                                                        
281 “l’esforc portat al maxim” “Cal Fer Gimnastica.” Gimnastica, Ibid. 

282 Soler, Joan. “Educació Física.” Gimnastica, 1934, num1:1 edition. 

283 Soler, Joan. “Consideracions Sobre Educació Física.” Nosaltres Sols, January 16, 1932 

284 “Educación Física. El Nuevo Plan Del Bachillerato Y La Educación Física Escolar.” El Mundo 
Deportivo, April 18, 1935. 
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several years (and several governments) to catch up. The constant change in regime and focus 

made the implementation of long-term educational changes difficult. Eventually Madrid did 

pursue similar goals, with a document from the Ministry of Education outlining qualifications 

required of physical educators circulating in October 1937, in the midst of the Civil War.285 

Without the support of Madrid, and with a strongly Catalan narrative, it was clear that the 

Generalitat would have to implement its physical policy with the help of civil society and without 

the help of Spain’s capital city.  

From the outset, the AEFC had been extremely invested in the development of a school 

for instruction in physical education in Catalonia. Progress had been made in defining a 

curriculum for physical educators. The time came to spread that curriculum among the teachers of 

the nation, when the climate in Madrid became more favourable to such changes, during the 

Popular Front phase in 1936. Before that, the goal of pedagogical instruction was realized at first 

through civil society efforts, with La Vanguardia reporting that classes for physical educators 

were occurring in the gymnasium of the CADCI.286 Following the change in regime in Madrid in 

February 1936, progress in education once again gathered speed. The Generalitat created the 

Consell de l’Escola Nova Unificada (CENU) in July of 1936 to help create a more unified, 

progressive and integrated Catalan curriculum. The CENU embraced physical education as “the 

backbone of the new education system,”287 and saw physical education as integral to academic 

education rather a distinct project.   In the same year, the Generalitat commissioned the 

Commissariat d’Educacio Fisica I Esports(CEFE) and the Institut d'Educacio Fisica I Esports de 

                                                        
285 Roces, W. “Ministerio de Instruccion Publica, Ordenes,” October 30, 1937. Arxiu Generalitat, 
Barcelona. 

286 “Gimnasia. Concurso de Ejercicios Gimnásticos de La Academia de Educación Física de Cataluña.” La 
Vanguardia, July 22, 1934. Soler, Joan. “Educació Física.” Gimnastica, 1934, num1:1. 

287 “columna vertebral de la nova educació” “Proyectos Del Comitè de Escola Nova Unificada. La Cultura 
Física En La Nueva Educación Escolar.” La Vanguardia, October 7, 1936. 
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Catalunya (IEFEC) . In its own words, the chief mission of the CEFE was to “supervise, control 

and promote physical education, encourage the highest ideals of the spirit and fortitude of the 

body and the betterment of the physical and moral condition of the nation”288. This fusion shows 

the increasing embrace of competitive sport alongside physical education in the curriculum, and a 

flexibility that was clearly a product of the fusion between the theoretical desire for a balanced 

form of physical culture and the practical enthusiasm for competitive sport amongst the Catalan 

people. Finally, on the 30th of October of 1936, these bodies came together to announce the first 

government-backed course for physical education instructors.289 This government supported a 

course hosted in the CADCI gymnasium.  This combination of government and civil society 

resources and initiatives was a perfect example of the fusion of such groups that came together in 

Catalan physical education.    

The increasing embrace of sports within physical education was also evident in the re 

ordering of the AEFC.290 In 1936, in line with the ERC’s desire to embrace and unite popular 

sport and physical education, a new board was formed. This board included a wide range of 

representatives, from both elite and popular sports groups and associations from across the 

spectrum of physical culture. This unity aimed to create a coherent message and a system through 

which a young person could pass from school to club with the same ethos and understandings of 

the greater social, political and national meaning of sport. The FCG, UCFE, the sports media and 

the medical community were represented at the AEFC.291  This inclusion of sports bodies, 

                                                        
288 “la missio cabdal d'aquest Comissariat d'educació fisica i esports es el vetllar, controlar i endegar la 
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fisiques de la nostra raca”.“Suner, Jaume. “La Missio Cabdal D’aquest Comissariat D’educació Fisica I 
Esports,” May 1938. Arxiu Generalitat, Barcelona. 

289 “Cultura Fisica.” La Vanguardia, October 30, 1936. 

290 Comamala, C. “Problemas Que Plantea La Educación Física.” El Mundo Deportivo, July 25, 1935.  
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alongside those interested exclusively in gymnastics, physical culture and education, expanded 

the influence of the AEFC to include the more popular sports practiced by youth in Catalonia, and 

thus brought many more young people into its sphere of influence. There was an embrace of 

competition, albeit a competition bounded by fraternity. This integration of all sports into one 

body represented an attempt to increase the reach of physical education and the message of 

popular nationalism that it carried.  Texts continued to emerge, theorizing the movement, 

throughout the Civil War.  Indeed, despite the obvious limitations on its ability to do so, the 

AEFC continued to hold events, sponsor discussions and publish texts during the conflict, 

including a Text del cicle de conferències in 1937.  While the programmatic elements of this 

universal physical education may have been late to the game, it was clearly part of the Catalan 

vision of the future.  

Government Supported Sporting Events 

In addition to supporting sports bodies, the Generalitat was also willing to back events 

that carried the message of popular sport around the nation and the world. Through coming 

together at these events, unity could be observed and performed more readily.  The first such 

event was an October 1933 festival esportiu, organized by the Joventuts d'Esquerra Republicana 

de Catalunya (JERC).  This event united young Catalans from different classes, regions and 

sports teams around a sporting goal, and hoped to foster a shared identity.  In 1934 the UCFE 

promoted a “Diada de l’Esport” (day of sport). This national sports day was backed by the 

Generalitat, and was less partisan than the JERC’s previous events. It brought many sports 

governing bodies together in the organization of a single event.292  By lending its legitimacy, 

publicity and organizational capacity to the event, the Generalitat helped to legitimize popular 

sport. The idea behind such events was to promote the concept of a “complete athlete”, a concept 
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that could be combined with holistic strength and health as well as citizenship, rather than elite 

performance in one field. The focus on sport for a day would allow people to sample many types 

of popular sport and, in doing so, find out what was available for them. By bringing together 

groups from different areas and different sports, the organization would allow Catalans of various 

classes to meet their fellow citizens on the field of play.  

Even more ambitious, in 1935, the first “Sports week”293 was promoted from the 25th of 

May to the 2nd of June by the government and its agencies.  During this week, there would be 

track and field events in Barcelona, as well as days of sporting competition and exhibition across 

the Catalan nation. The sports included would be participation, not performance based.  The 

Generalitat supported this exuberant demonstration of identity and belonging with rhetoric, 

funding, and the use of the nation’s sporting infrastructure. The events for the opening 

ceremonies were held in the Barcelona city hall, and a speech was given by Lluis Durán, who had 

been appointed as the Counsellor for Culture in the Generalitat.294  Meanwhile, the closing 

ceremony occurred in the Palace of the Generalitat. These events included an increased focus on 

sporting activities by the press (Enric Nadal i Blanch, president of the Sindicat de Periodistes 

Esportius, the union of sports journalists was at the opening ceremonies295), as well as many 

exhibition events to encourage more people to take part in different sports. The elite sporting 

events of the week occurred in the context of popular sport, and neither was given a greater 

inherent value. The events would at once “prove the value of Catalan sports” and promote a 

higher degree of participation296.  It also allowed the Generalitat, weakened by the post October 

1934 repression, to demonstrate its status and influence. In 1936, during the more supportive 
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294 “Inauguracion de La Primera Semana del Deporte.” La Vanguardia, May 25, 1935. 

295 “Varia.” La Vanguardia, May 24, 1935. 

296 “Sesion de Clausura de La Primera Semana del Deporte.” La Vanguardia, June 19, 1935. 
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environment of the Popular Front government, the same “sports week” would grow and become 

the “International week of popular sport and folklore,” or the Popular Olympics. The focus was 

not on sport for the sake of victory but rather a co-promotion of traditional “elite” sports with the 

growing world of mass participation popular sport. Through the use of sporting events to promote 

understanding and fraternity, not violence and competition, the Generalitat formed the sporting 

events it promoted to suit its sporting, national and political discourse.    

Local government also promoted events that fused the spectacle of elite sports with the 

message of mass participation and national identity.  These events also promoted civic pride and 

presented an alternative approach to that of the “Republic of Order,” when faced with division 

and violence in urban areas. Sabadell (an industrial town 20km to the south of Barcelona) 

promoted a “pedal festival,” which incorporated a mass participation “popular pedal” for anyone 

with a bicycle. Alongside these popular events, the city also held a race that offered prize money 

to racers in professional and amateur categories.297 Such a festival combined the appeal of 

spectating with a chance to participate, and thus aimed to deliver a double boost to identity for 

fans and athletes. It also helped to increase civic and national pride and identity, as well as 

downplaying interclass tensions within cities. Civil society groups of different classes and 

backgrounds came together through the initiative of the government in this and similar events, 

and while the sporting element of the events was integral, the competition was not. Local 

government could achieve such results through physical culture with little investment. In the case 

of Sabadell, roads were closed and a prize purse provided for the elite race, with the hope that the 

different classes of the city would come together for the event.  Often governments were able to 

promote events alongside local clubs and sporting organizations, and take advantage of the 

existing sporting civil society networks to spread a cross class and national message of popular 
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sport. Such events claimed to have the best interests of all classes of citizens in mind, and 

represented a national project that was formed with demand and support from below as well as 

from above. 

This inclusive attempt at unity may have brought many together, but some still saw the 

sports field as a place to make political points which were more divisive than uniting. Although 

the fraternal spirit was always encouraged by organizers, competition often became ideological as 

well as physical, especially when groups generally opposed to the ERC worldview were present. 

When the Falcons of the Federació de Joves Cristians de Catalunya (FJCC)298 won the Catalan 

Gymnastics championship in 1936 (an event that was far from religious in its symbolism or 

composition), they claimed it was the “first time the cross had entered the stadium” and revelled 

in their victory over the teams of the agnostic republican left. They went on to claim that their 

“enormous” victory would serve in their goals of “Christianising all and sanctifying all… with an 

unlimited energy for proselytizing and conquest”. This evangelical zeal did take on a national 

bent, with the article ending with the desire of the FJC to “build a new, triumphant, Catalan 

nation.” 299 The nation the FJCC wished to build looked somewhat different to that which other 

competitors, and the ERC, had in mind.  Even where such divisive rhetoric ensued, through 

coming together through sport, Catalans who would not normally have interacted came to better 

know and understand each other, and in doing so to share a Catalan identity, even if they didn’t 

agree on its content. 

The Use of Sports Events as International Relations  

As well as serving as an important tool of nationalization at home, sporting events 

offered an opportunity for the ERC to spread its idea of the Catalan nation abroad. In other words, 

                                                        
298 The Falcons were a sokoliste youth movement, some groups displayed more of a republican stance 
while others (obviously including the group which allied to the FJCC) were more aligned with conservative 
catholic politics. They shall be explored in much greater depth in a subsequent chapter.  

299 “La Creu Al ’Estadi de Barcelona.” Flama, July 1936. 
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sporting events served as a form of international relations for a nation that didn’t have a state.  It 

was the CCEP which represented Catalonia at the international conference in defence of the 

Olympic ideal in Paris, and it was through the mediation of the CCEP that Catalonia and its anti-

fascist allies conceived of the idea of a cross class games and brought the Popular Olympics to 

Barcelona. The fact that the CCEP was representing the nation showed that its stock had risen 

rapidly abroad, and that it had the funds to send representatives.  At this same conference, the 

CCEP met with the French Fédération Sportive et Gymnique du Travail  (FSGT). The FSGT was 

more limited in its appeal than the CCEP; where the FSGT was explicitly a workers’ sport body, 

the CCEP encompassed all classes, and where the FSGT relied on the support of the Marxist left, 

the CCEP embraced all of the popular left wing of Catalanism. The CCEP was able to bridge the 

gap between an explicitly worker based organization such as the FSGT and the politically 

agnostic world of spectacle sport. In its international diplomacy, it was able to introduce the idea 

of popular sport to the workers’ sport movement elsewhere and expose the latter to the ideals of 

the former, many of which were part of the Popular Front ethos. Taking this position at the 

forefront of the popular sport movement, positioned Catalonia at the leading edge of an 

international movement.  

 Soon, popular sport would play a role in the internationalization of the ERC’s ideology, 

as well as the nationalization of the masses at home. The CCEP did not take long to go from 

attending events abroad to hosting them in Barcelona. The first major action undertaken by the 

CCEP was to organize “a magnificent festival of sport” from the 11th – 13th of April 1936. The 

event was named the “Copa Thalemann,”300 in homage to a German Communist who had fallen 

victim to the violent persecution of the German left by the Nazi party. This event's naming (with 

explicit reference to a hero of the communist movement) seems to be the root cause of much of 
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the confusion relating to the CCEP’s ideological position. While Communists were welcome at 

the event, it was held in the spirit of the ERC and the CCEP, and thus it welcomed anyone 

opposed to fascism.  As the media reported, the events would take place "in the spirit of anti-

fascism" rather than in the name of Marxism.301 Right from the outset, the CCEP was as much an 

international relations body as a sporting one, and it used the popular sporting platform to place 

Barcelona and Catalonia at the forefront of a transnational cross class anti-fascist movement. 

Alongside the promotion and articulation of this event to Europe, it also spoke to Spain. The dates 

of the event added a national significance to the affair; Macià had declared the Catalan republic 

on the 14th of April 1931, and in doing so given birth to the movement that created the CCEP. 

Likewise, the Spanish Second Republic was about to celebrate its 5th birthday on the same day, 

and these games were designed to be part of that celebration. The openness of the CCEP extended 

to the composition and structure of the event. Barcelona welcomed teams representing Catalonia, 

Madrid, Castile, Valencia and Asturias, as well as teams and clubs from the traditional elite sports 

structure. International representation came in the form of a Hungarian referee. In the spirit of 

popular sport, announcements were made in the sporting press two weeks before the event, and 

any interested citizens were encouraged to try out.302  

The open attitude to participation was characteristic of the popular sports movement (as 

was the relatively short notice). People were welcome to participate and enjoy the events, 

regardless of political affiliation or membership in existing elite sports clubs. The Thalemann 

trophy itself was to be awarded for football (it was eventually won by Asturias), but it was part of 

a bigger multi sport event that embraced a variety of sports that were popular with both the 

working classes and theorists of physical culture. There were contests in the disciplines of boxing, 
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1930. 



164 

 

    

  

athletics, gymnastics, swimming and wrestling. They would take place in the stadia of clubs and 

popular sports societies across Catalonia.  These events were a fusion of the popular and the 

classical approaches to physical culture, as well as a combination of more hegemonic and 

commercial sports and those favoured by the physical culture movement.303 The Copa 

Thalemann, with its dual articulation, attempted to situate the Second Republic and Catalonia 

within antifascist international politics, and place the ERC at the forefront of popular sport across 

Europe, and the popular classes within the nation.  

If the events of April 1936 were well organized, the Catalan team was less so. El Mundo 

Deportivo lamented the "incoherence" of the home football side when faced with a well-

organized FCDO squad from Asturias on the first day of competition. While the matches were 

played with "great emotion" and "a high level of competition", they also saw a divergence from 

traditional elite sports in their formatting. For example, the football final included a relay race 

between athletes from the competing regions at half time. Fans were not charged high entry fees, 

and, according to the press,  many turned out.   El Mundo Deportivo declared that the "numerous" 

spectators cheered as the runners passed and re-passed each other, and that the event was “a 

successful festival for the workers.”304  While this is not the language of a cynical publication, it 

is not one of a newspaper familiar with the terminology of popular sport. El Mundo Deportivo 

seems to be suggesting that this event was well attended by the working classes, as was the goal 

of the CCEP, rather than suggesting that the event was partisan. Ultimately, the goal of these 

events was accomplished, not with a victory for the Catalan teams but with the unity and 

experience presumably felt by the Catalan people.  
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Following this initial success in appealing abroad with physical culture, the CCEP would 

go on to organize the landmark event of the popular sports movement, both at home and abroad, 

the Popular Olympics. The idea behind the popular games was to bring together people from 

across nations with a Popular Front identity, so that they could celebrate shared ideals within a 

framework of fraternal competition. These events are investigated in more detail in chapter 7 but 

it should be stated here that they represent the high point of a movement that brought together 

civil society and government. In the case of the 1936 games, the Spanish, Catalan and French 

governments all provided logistical and financial support, and civil society groups with an interest 

in sport sent athletes from around the world. The ERC’s popular sport movement had begun to 

achieve its goal of uniting people across class, nation and political borders in 1936 and, just as it 

did so, the nationalist coup stopped it in its tracks.  

The Comité Organizador de la Olimpiada Popular (COOP) was formed on 1st May 1936 

(International Workers’ day), with Companys himself as honorary president. The progressive and 

nationalist goals of the event and its directing committee could not be clearer. The COOP sprung, 

more or less fully formed, from the head of its predecessor and co-organizer, the CCEP. While 

this was a meteoric rise, the infrastructure that enabled the games to occur drew upon existing 

republican politics and sporting traditions that predated the Republic, as well as on an 

organizational and physical infrastructure that had grown up within the previous 5 years. Now 

these were united behind a popular, national goal.  Many scholars have framed the Popular 

Olympics as a Communist games and a creature of the Comintern backed RSI. In fact, as will be 

argued in chapter 7, they were anything but. These were based in the cross class popular sport 

model, not the workers’ sports promoted by Moscow. These games were based in a Catalan 

popular movement that had explicitly and repeatedly rejected Communist attempts to monopolize 

it, and was rooted in a Catalan tradition of civil society and a Spanish republican tradition of 

broad social policy, supporting a liberal left political ideology. It was through the fusion of sports, 
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politics and physical education that Catalonia arrived in a situation where the popular Olympiad 

was possible.  

The CCEP’s perspective did change during the Civil War, as the Communist party 

became more powerful. The committee continued to remain active by taking control of the 

Catalan representation at the 1937 Antwerp Workers’ Games. The committee met at the AEP to 

discuss the selection for the event and other programs they were working on, "in the face of the 

war", as well as to dissect the value and organization of each initiative after it was completed305. 

The international and domestic outlook of the CCEP remained in place, despite the uncertain 

prospects for a future Republic. During the Civil War, as the elements Moscow disapproved of 

were being purged from Catalonia’s governance, so they also disappeared from its sporting 

culture. Following these ideological changes, the CCEP fell in line with the Moscow approved 

sports movement and became more closely aligned to the workers’ sport movement, a shift that 

angered the libertarian left. Despite this shift, the popularity and character of the popular sports 

movement left long roots in Catalan culture. Even in 1938, as the war moved towards its 

conclusion, the Generalitat continued building sports camps and even reminding sports unions 

that they were obliged to care for injured athletes. Such was the importance of sport in the 

Republican Catalan nation at this time that, as long as the republican government existed, its 

sporting and physical education efforts continued. To allow sport to have ossified in the face of 

attack would have been to admit defeat, as one government body declared.306  

Conclusions 

From the early days of the Second Republic, the Catalan government of the ERC clearly 

saw the opportunity for using sport as a way of obtaining consent from the citizens of Catalonia, 
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especially given the diverse classes, interests and backgrounds of those citizens, and the poorly 

received efforts at state coercion.   Sport allowed for the ERC to appeal to a broader range of ages 

and classes, and to spread their popular nationalist ideology in a way that seemed less aggressive 

and more organic. Through supporting and organizing existing civil society groups, the ERC 

could add a national and political message onto sport that helped to make it more accessible to the 

whole nation. Whether this support was providing infrastructure, developing educational policy 

or funding sporting events such as the Popular Olympics, the “sports week” or the Copa 

Thalemann, the message was consistent. The government encouraged the participation in sport in 

the hope that, through shared experience, people would come to better perceive a common 

identity, and through physical education they would become stronger physically, as well as in 

their sense of Catalan identity. Sport was such an integral part of the forming of strong and 

healthy young people, and the manipulation of the identity of those young people that it quickly 

formed an important part of the curriculum. Valuable resources, both in terms of goods and time, 

were allocated to creating the infrastructure needed for sport to be accessible and visible. Even as 

the Civil War raged on, the Generalitat pursued a popular sports agenda. Even when Europe 

refused to intervene, and when supplies were desperately needed, the Republic continued to send 

its athletes to Europe as ambassadors to governments and populations alike.307  It was through 

sport that the ERC could both speak to the world and converse with its own population.  

This use of physical culture and sport as a tool of both social policy and nationalization 

would not have been possible without the Spanish context in which Catalonia found itself. 

Spanish republicanism  had a long tradition of incorporating diverse classes through programs for 

their betterment. This began with a literate education, but it soon became about much more, as 
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physical culture and sport formed key pillars of the “big tent” of republicanism. This 

accommodation for the popular sports movement continued with the policies of the First 

Biennium of the Republic, which both allowed for functional autonomy in the sphere of 

education and supported the value of physical culture in nationalization efforts. The overarching 

frame for these popular sporting efforts should be seen as part of a narrative of republicanism, 

expanding and fusing with both nationalism and a substantive conception of democracy. This 

framework was entirely distinct from both the workers’ and totalitarian sport models and came 

from a left republican conception of citizenship and Catalan identity.  

Clearly, the Generalitat embraced the value of sport as a means of creating identity in this 

period, and both ideologically and economically committed resources to its use in this regard. Just 

three years after Macià and Cañardo stood together in front of crowds of fans, those crowds were 

replaced with crowds fighting in the street. Three years after that, the crowds were replaced with 

the retreating International Brigades. The young men who had stood alongside Macià in the 

photograph that encapsulated the arrival of the Republic would relinquish their place in Montjuïc 

to a military fortress occupied by the reactionary right they thought had left Spain on that day in 

1931.  The sporting policies of the Generalitat were never fully realized, thanks to the Civil War 

and the conflicts that led up to it during the Republic.  As with many of the farsighted and 

progressive policies of the Republic, the seeds sewn were never reaped. However, there is still 

much to be learned and studied in the Second Republic's attitude to sports and physical culture in 

Catalonia. The direction in which Catalan popular sport was heading would have seen Catalonia 

lead not only the rest of Spain, but also the world. Catalonia wished to innovate a new form of 

sport which was neither elite, nor totalitarian, nor workers’ sport. The ERC and the popular sports 

movement, and their use of sport and physical education to create an identity for all classes within 

a left republican nation was unique in both sport and nationalism at the time.  
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Appendix 1:  

Statutes of the AEFC according to “Acadèmia d’Educació Física de Catalunya.” 

Gimnastica, 1934, num1:1. 

 

Art. 1: L’Acadèmia de l’Educació Física de Catalunya 

és una entitat cultural, de caràcter essencialment científic i 

tècnic; la seva finalitat cabdal és el millorament de la raça 

catalana. 

Art. 2: L’Acadèmia d’Educació Física de Catalunya 

estarà integrada per les persones que ostentin títols acadèmics 

(metges, higienistes, professors de gimnàstica, etc.) 

i per les persones de bona voluntat que acreditin, a més 

d’una cultura general, una preparació tècnica o pràctica 

sobre les activitats físiques en general i gímniques en particular. 

Podran també ésser membres de l’Acadèmia les entitats 

i corporacions que es sotmetin als drets i deures dels 

socis, especificats en el capítol III. 

Art. 3: L’Acadèmia estudiarà i procurarà resoldre els 

problemes que són l’essència de l’Educació Física i els que 

amb ella tenen relació directa i indirecta. 

Art. 5[for some reason, article 4 is omiitted from the published list]:  

Propugnarà que a la Facultat de Medicina s’hi 

puguin especialitzar metges dedicats a l’Educació Física, 

perquè sigui obligatòria la fitxa mèdica, perquè sigui una 

realitat la inspecció mèdica escolar, perquè l’Educació Física 
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sigui declarada obligatòria, per a la creació d’un Institut- 

Escola d’Educació Física de Catalunya i d’un Comitè 

d’Educació Física a Catalunya. 

Art. 6: Vetllarà pel prestigi del professorat i per la 

dignificació de tot el personal docent de l’Educació Física 

catalana. 

Art. 7: Organitzarà cursos, conferències, divulgacions 

científiques i tècniques relacionades amb la higiene del 

moviment, exhibicions, exposicions, certàmens, excursions, 

etc. 
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Chapter 3. 

Civil Society Mobilizations for Popular Sport – the Influence of the Citizen Sector 

on Forming National and Physical Culture 

 
The day-to-day life of a citizen of Catalonia in 1936 was notably different to that of just a 

decade before. The combined influence of the Primo de Rivera dictatorship and its repression of 

political expression, and the openings created by the Second Republic, allowed for an incredible 

blossoming in the organizational sphere. If nations are communities constituted in day to day 

interaction as well as political discourse, the means of those nations interacting with the 

population and the means by which the population itself propagates the ideology and discourse of 

the nation are as important, if not more so, than the means by which the nation is created “from 

above”. Indeed, if we are to accept Renan’s claim that nations are “a daily plebiscite,”308 then it is 

the everyday interactions with the nation which will influence the daily choices people make in 

exhibiting and acting upon national identity.  

Civil Society, Catalanism, Democracy and the Popular Sport Movement 

In Second Republic Catalonia, sport and physical culture were a key site for daily 

interactions between classes and between individuals and the nation. It was through a wide and 

deep network of interconnected civil society groups that Catalans had access to popular sport and, 

in part, through this network, that they accessed popular Catalan politics and identity.   The extent 

to which sports and physical culture penetrated the world of the Catalan people, regardless of 

class or political persuasion, in the Second Republic, is certainly unprecedented.  The Barcelona 

worker of 1934 could wake up and catch up on the previous evening’s sports results in a sport-

specific publication like La Rambla, the anarchist Solidaridad Obrera, or the more bourgeois 

Vanguardia. After his workday, he could attend the ateneu where, for a small fee, he could 

                                                        
308 Renan, E. Qu’est-Ce Qu’une Nation? Paris, 1882. 
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participate in various gymnastic activities, or perhaps undertake to learn a new sport such as 

fencing, rowing or basketball. His weekend or day off might be spent catching up on the various 

physical or intellectual activities available to him via his local union, ateneu or sports club, or 

traveling across Catalonia to participate in a football game or athletics meet. Although this level 

of participation may have been atypical, and for the unemployed and underemployed workers the 

small costs may have been hard to bear, there was an unprecedented expansion of access to 

physical and intellectual culture in Catalonia in the period. Sport reached wider and deeper in the 

Second Republic than it had ever donebefore. While the Cataln governments support was partly 

responsible fo this expansion, as argued in chapter two, the growth came as much from below as 

from above and was driven by demand as well as supply.  

The unprecedented access to sport and physical culture was aided by its affordability. We 

can verify this charachteristic through looking in detail at the costs of sport specific equipment 

which would have been available at the time, and thus ascertain the costs of physical culture. 

Membership of a sports section of the CADCI ranged from a monthly cost of 0.5 pesetas for the 

excursionism section to 5 pesetas for the Club de Mar.309 On top of these costs, the athlete could 

expect to pay 3.4 pesetas for a sports shirt (or 4.75 for a football jersey), 15 pesetas for boots, 6.5 

pesetas for a basic ball (the superior ball cost 15 pesetas), and between 4.5 and 19 pesetas for a 

holdall to carry their equipment in310. The more expensive items, such as rowing boats, football 

goals, gymnastic equipment, etc. were purchased by organizations, such as ateneus and clubs,311 

and thus were covered by the membership fees. To put these costs into perspective, a 200g 

chocolate bar cost 1.75 pesetas in 1933, making sport seem an affordable indulgence. The 

average rent for a flat in Barcelona in the early 1930s was 55.2 pesetas.312 In 1936 the Generalitat 

                                                        
309 CADCI. “Propagueu L’obra Del Centre Autonomista de Dependents de Comerc I de La Industria,” 
1933. Pavello de la República. 
310 “Magatzems Alemanys: Preus Espicia’s En Articles D’Esport I Viatje.” Accio. October 1, 1931. 
311 “Temps vergonyosos” “Club de Mar.” Accio. December 1, 1932. 
312 Geli, Carles. “CSI Barcelona: The Case of the Fragmented City.” Barcelona Metropolis, July 1, 2009. 
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compensated defense committee members ten pesetas a day, considered an average wage for a 

semi skilled worker.  School teachers received 235 pesetas a month across the nation, while 

average wages ranged from 8-10 pesetas a day in 1932, and by 1936 unions were demanding up 

to 400 pesetas a month.313 A one time investment in sports equipment, plus the modest club 

membership, seems to have been affordable to most citizens and within their leisure budgets.314 

Unemployed workers and the underemployed may have struggled to purchase some of the 

equipment above, and given the extent to which work was shared communally in working class 

neighbourhoods, this may have been a significant proportion of the population. However, it is 

worth noting that certain activities, such as gymnastics, tug of war and wrestling, carried very 

little or no equipment costs and were available to all members of ateneus in many of the lowest 

income areas of the city. Furthermore, the sports most popular with the working classes: football, 

gymnastics and running, required very little financial outlay. Through the system of pooling 

resources in the Ateneus and unions, and government subsidies on facilities, sport was made as 

accessible as possible to all classes.   

Sporting media was also affordable to the working classes, and it helped them to take 

individual experience and constitute a national popular sports discourse in which to fit it. Most 

periodicals were sold at a cost of between 15 and 30 cents a copy (El Mundo Deportivo cost 15 

cents, Culturasport 20 cents and Catalunya Atheltica 30 cents in 1936). Sports media pricing was 

more or less equal to the libertarian daily, Solidaridad Obrera, that cost 15 cents a day and was 

aimed at the lowest paid workers of the city.  The affordability of the sporting press allowed the 

                                                        
313 Azaña, Manuel. Obras Completas, 1967. 
Conze, Edward. Spain Day to Day. Greenberg, 1936. 
314 Another interesting comparison for 1936 prices the doll “El més petit de tots”, which cost 3 pesetas.  
The doll was designed by the anti fascist militia propaganda committee to be accessibly priced and to teach 
young people to look up to the troops of the Republic.  So popular was the doll that Jaume Miravitlles, head 
of the Generalitat's Propaganda Committee (and secretary of the organizing committee for the 1936 popular 
Olympics) in 1936 suggested monitoring its purchase as a de facto political poll. Over 20,000 dolls were 
sold with the CNT’s black and red colours compared to 60,000 in the colours of the Catalan flag. The fact 
that so many dolls were sold suggests that they were an affordable indulgence, even to the CNT affiliated 
workers living in Barcelona’s lower income areas. 
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working classes to access the web of civil society organizations that popular sports were part of. 

Engaging in this discourse through reading represented a form of participation, and gave a 

national context to individual activities. Through reading this press, people realized they were 

part of a movement rather than a single team or club. Even if they couldn’t afford to buy these 

publications, most could be read and shared either via reading aloud or in the libraries and 

common rooms of ateneus and gymnasia. Through this wide reach, they increased the access of 

people at the lower end of the income spectrum to national civil society and the associated 

national identity.  

Civil society is a protagonist in many modern theories of democratization.315 This 

“bottom up” democratization influences society in a profound way and can lead to a widespread 

adoption of democratic norms and acceptance of the rules of the democratic game in a way that 

“top down” methods cannot. Through civil society, citizens can learn that the rules of the 

democratic game are more important than outcomes of individual elections. I would argue that 

the same principles apply to the construction of a cross class nation. Through civil society 

interactions, different classes learn to identify and organize along national lines, as well as the 

democratic means for doing so. While there had been a strong Catalan civil society before the 

Second Republic, it was the unity of many classes behind a single cause that was the innovation 

of this era. While the mix of Catalanism and democracy did not unify the entire population, the 

dense civil society network aimed at a common identity was more inclusive than ever before, 

providing broad support for the government intitiatives of the ERC and the Generalitat.  

This chapter will argue that a key element of this Catalanist and democratic civil society 

was the organizational sphere that grew and prospered around Catalan sport, a sphere which was 

composed of many kinds of civil society groups which all shared key elements of the ERC’s 

                                                        
315 Weingast, Barry R. “The Political Foundations of Democracy and the Rule of the Law.” American 
Political Science Review 91, no. 02 (1997): 245–63. 
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popular ideology. This mobilization “from below” allowed the ERC’s efforts in nationalization 

“from above” to be successful. The press boomed in this period and a sports-specific press grew. 

The variety of sources this print boom presents offers the historian a valuable insight into the 

popularity of such civil society groups and the ideology behind them. These groups spanned the 

various classes that were enfranchised in the ERC’s Catalan  and democratic nation, united by the 

idea of the Catalan nation as an autonomous entity with its own culture. Thus, civil society sport 

groups embraced the links between democracy, physical culture and Catalanism with their 

democratic structure and the building of a democratic message into their physical instruction. The 

institutions were accessible to various classes; indeed this accessibility was integral to the 

philosophy of popular sport that propelled them into existence. They served as examples of the 

nation’s cohesion and schools for small-scale democracy.  

Civil society is also a protagonist in recent theories of nationalization. Thus, Archilés and 

Carrión have argued that civil society was integral in the nationalizing of the Spanish 

population.316 Even before the Republic, the civil society elements of Spanish republican politics 

promoted a shared national culture based on common literature and claims made to the 

government by civil society groups. Before Spanish politics became entirely democratic, the 

people were already making political claims through political and civil society groups. As politics 

moved towards a more democratic model, this method of articulation only became more 

commonplace.  As Hobsbawm has said,  

"The problems of states and rulers were evidently much more acute where their subjects 

had become citizens, that is people whose political activities were institutionally recognized as 

something that had to be taken note of - if only in the form of elections. They became even more 

acute when the political movements of citizens as masses deliberately challenged the legitimacy 

                                                        
316 Archilés, Ferran, and Marta García Carrión. “En La Sombra Del Estado. Esfera Pública Nacional Y 
Homogeneización Cultural En La España de La Restauración.” Historia Contemporánea, no. 45 (2013).  
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of the systems of political or social rule, and/or threatened to prove incompatible with the state’s 

order by setting the obligations to some other human collectivity - most usually class, church or 

nationality - above it.”317 

 It was identity claims articulated to the state, rather than the state itself, that united 

Spain, and the same model could be applied to Catalonia. Through the bridge of civil society, 

citizens interacted with the state and, in doing so, gave it legitimacy and helped it gain a foothold 

in collective identity.  

The organizational sphere created by these groups made their influence much more 

profound than that of any individual entity alone. These groups were connected in a fashion that 

facilitated a sense of a national civil society (i.e. through leagues, competitions and federations). 

The web of connections between ideologically similar civil society groups facilitated the 

imagining of a national community in Catalonia. Thanks to these connections, a citizen was 

connected to other Catalans even if they had never actually met. Through this civil society sphere, 

there could be a shared participation in a cultural project, and a shared sense of the boundaries 

and goals of that community   The creation of a civil society that took Catalonia as its stage 

helped to create a “big tent”, similar to that of the Spanish republican project, in which the 

Catalan national community could be more easily imagined. Through these groups, as much as 

from any “top down” initiative, there emerged a distinct concept of a uniquely Catalan civil 

society on which the ERC could build a political nation.  

The connections between groups allowed the civil society that the ERC relied upon, and 

the nation it wished to build, to prosper. Obituaries show that many union and political organizers 

also belonged to ateneus, as well as to separate local sports teams and youth groups, such as 

Palestra. One such example was Caledoni Ferrer of Guissona, who was a member of the Centre 

                                                        
317 Hobsbawm, Eric, and Terence Ranger. The Invention of Tradition. Cambridge University Press, 2012. 
P265 
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Català República, a founder of the Ateneu de Guissona and a keen member of the Catalanist 

youth physical culture group, Palestra. Likewise, Emilia Faus Coromines, was a director of 

Palestra and an active member of the Ateneu's library committee.318  These links went far beyond 

individuals. Many events included diverse membership groups and brought together different 

organizations.  A talk on “spiritualism in athletics” by Sunyol, which was advertised in ateneus 

and billed as of interest to those interested in culture and sport was put on preceding a football 

match for which La Rambla de Catalunya funded the victor’s trophy.319 These organizations 

clearly perceived an overlapping support base and, interested as they were in the betterment of the 

Catalan nation, were willing to promote each other for the greater cause.  

Another key element of these civil society groups was their internal structure, which 

promoted democratic as well as Catalanist ideals. Thanks to a democratic and egalitarian structure 

which embraced cross class membership and shared goals, many clubs could serve as schools of 

citizenship and models of a new society that was to be constructed by the progressive politics of 

the ERC in the Second Republic. Thus, clubs were able to serve as examples for the possibilities 

of cross class democracy. Clubs often held discussions, debates and elections for all of their 

members, according to a democratic and republican ideology that aligned with that of the ERC. 

Democratically organized clubs also allowed for the negotiation of identity between classes and 

political groups, and provided a platform for individuals to influence collective outcomes, 

regardless of their class or standing.  

The external messaging of these civil society groups also helped to constitute the nation 

as self-evident and a popular physical culture as integral to Catalan-ness. Through their own press 

and the popular media, as well as their influence on the surrounding community, sports clubs and 

                                                        
318 “De Guissona.” La Publicitat, February 27, 1932. 
319 “Olot.” La Publicitat, July 9, 1930. 
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civil society groups could spread their influence and message beyond their membership and speak 

to the inhabitants of Catalonia at large.  

  In their external messaging Catalan clubs were also able to spread the message of an 

autonomous and democratic Catalonia to the rest of Spain. Through civil society, they were able 

to construct and disseminate a model for a progressive future for Catalonia within Spain.  While 

links were forged with other nations through sport, civil society groups were not necessarily 

constructed against Madrid. Rather, they were constructed in the image of a positive growth for 

Catalonia at the forefront of Spain. The government in Madrid changed more frequently than that 

in Barcelona, and the narrative of these civil society groups with respect to that government 

altered accordingly. Sports could be constructed as friendly opposition that brought both sides 

forward through competition, or as conflict by proxy, in which one side vanquished another. 

What was a constant was the articulation of sports within Catalonia to the Catalan people. In this 

sense, sports were voiced as nation building and as constructive rather than conflict based. The 

more dense and developed Catalan associational sphere that grew up to support popular sport 

allowed the ERC to sustain a narrative of Catalonia leading Spain towards a modern, progressive 

and democratic future in which both nations could exist. 

Alongside allowing the ERC and its adherents to construct their nation at home, sport 

allowed for an image of the nation to be constructed and disseminated abroad. In this sense, sport 

and sporting civil society served as a form of inter-national relations. Through competition and 

cooperation, Catalan clubs and national teams could show the rest of Europe how developed, 

democratic, prosperous and politically progressive their nation had become. As the popular sports 

movement grew, it was able to integrate itself into European networks of similar ideologically 

inclined physical culture movements. Through the use of civil society sports groups as tools of 

international relations, Catalan nationalists were able to see themselves as part of an international 

movement rather than exclusively as a nationalist movement opposed to Madrid. As such, 
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popular physical culture helped to construct the ERC’s popular, cross class Catalan nation at 

home and abroad.  

At the same time, the network of popular organizations also drew the boundaries on the 

limits of popular Catalanism. The limits on the inclusiveness of civil society organizations help us 

to see who lay both within and outside of the boundaries of the big tent that made up left 

republican Catalan civil society. Through the study of citizen sector organizations, we can get a 

better idea of the process by which the nation was created and constituted in day-to-day life. 

While the ERC’s project was successful in spreading a progressive national identity across many 

classes, it was by no means universally embraced and these limits are made clear in our study of 

civil society.  

Popular sport was not the only physical culture movement in Catalonia but it was the 

strongest and most successful. There were representatives of the two other major sports 

movements in the period, the militaristic totalitarian approach and the workers’ sport movement, 

but neither had strong support. 

 The militaristic tendency in physical education was not absent in Catalan attempts at 

forming a physical culture movement. Nosaltres Sols (A literal translation of the Gaelic Sinn 

Fein, meaning “ourselves alone”) were a paramilitary Catalaniste group with their roots in the 

Estat Catala320. Nosaltres Sols called for the immediate implementation of a “physical 

curriculum” for all the Catalan youth in order to empower them and the nation in their struggle 

for liberty and an end to the “imbalance” created by an education that did not address the moral 

                                                        
320 Nosaltres sols never gained a wide support base for their extreme perspective on nationalism, but they 
were influential given their size. During the Second Republic their eponymous publication rapidly became 
a voice for antipoliticisim and a maximalist approach to independence based upon the models of other 
struggles, chiefly the one in Ireland from which they drew their name. When pro-Nazi sentiment in some 
parts became more offensive than the independence of the nation was attractive, the group fractured and a 
student section (the  Bloc Escolar Nacionalista) was formed 
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and physical development of the youth321. Despite their loud clamour for physical education322, 

Nosaltres Sols never really made a huge impact on Catalan politics or education during the 

Republic.  In addition to the militant tolatitarian sport movement represented by Nosaltres sols, 

there was an attempt to introduce the workers’ sport movement to Catalonia through the Spanish 

Federacion Cultural y Deportiva Obrera (FCDO) (which joined the Red Sports International in 

1934, but had been de facto allied to the movement from 1931). The attempt to introduce 

workers’ sport met with little success. Just as the more common European left wing parties had 

failed to dominate in Catalonia, so their sporting movements did not succeed323 with attempts to 

use sports to implant the Communist ideology.324  

This chapter will focus on several case studies of the different nodal points within the 

web of Catalan sporting civil society. Altogether there were hundreds of sporting organizations in 

Catalonia during the Republic with over 800,000 members by 1936. 325 These should be taken as 

an exemplary, but by no means exhaustive, sampling of the groups that flourished in the Second 

Republic and that were united by the popular sport movement. The cases represent the different 

elements that made up the popular sporting sphere. These can be broken down into; A) single 

                                                        
321 "El valor d'una raça depén de la qualitat deis seus components, és a dir, de la qualitat física, moral i 
intellectual deis individus que la integren...una raça físicament feble és també una raga tarada moralment; 
intellectualment pobra; és una raga predestinada a l'esclavitud; adhue per ells, la fortalesa física és condició 
essencial de llibertat nacional.” Soler, Joan. “Consideracions Sobre Educació Física.” Nosaltres Sols, 
January 16, 1932.  (the article appears titled “Consideracions sobre educa ciófísica” but this is, presumably, 
a misprint) 
322 Nosaltres Sols drew extensively on theories from elsewhere; citations ranged from Japanese professors 
to Finnish theorists via French military educators and German fascist youth groups. This patchwork of 
theories, combined with a racial perspective on the nation, contributed to their opinion that “a strong race 
depends on strong components”, that “a race which is physically feeble is predisposed to oppression” and 
that “physical strengthening is a precondition for national liberation”. ibid 
323 Of the 9,500 reported members of the FCDO at the end of 1933, 5,000 were located in Madrid, where 
anarchism had a less hegemonic hold over the working classes. 
 
324 The use of sport as a weapon in the class war was explained in various publications linked to the 
movement club accio atheltica. “Guerra!” Athletisme Mensual, March 1933. 
325 This statistic is based on the combined membership of the clubs that would come together to cooperate 
in a shared facility called the Ciutat de Repòs i Vacances which shall be explored in detail below.  Roland, 
Julie. “La Ciutat de Repòs i Vacances.” Mélanges de la Casa de Velázquez. Nouvelle série, no. 39–2 
(November 15, 2009): 245–62. 
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sport clubs such as the Club de Natació Barcelona, B) multi purpose voluntary organizations 

which included physical culture, such as ateneus and union based centers, such as the Ateneu 

Enciclopèdic Popular (AEP) and the Centre Autonomista de Dependents del Comerç i de la 

Indústria (CADCI), C) groups which brought together sporting entities, such as sports 

federations, D) infrastructure projects and E) the sporting press. Finally, the case of the Ciutat de 

Repos I Vacances will be presented as an illustration of how these elements worked together to 

create a civil society movement behind popular sport. All of the case studies are indicative of 

similar institutions that existed across the nation. In each case, the ideology, cross-class 

composition, Catalan messaging and limits on inclusiveness of the groups will be discussed. It is 

not each institution that is of note, but the proliferation of similar groups and their shared politics, 

class base and national identity. While these groups differed in their size, approach, model and 

discourse, they all shared an investment in the popular model of sorts and democratic national 

identity that the ERC promoted during the Second Republic.  

Single Sport Clubs: The Case of the Club de Natació Barcelona 

In the vein of traditional civil society organizations, the first sporting organizations in 

Catalonia were single sport clubs (or clubs that began as single sport clubs). These clubs began as 

elite organizations focusing on sports for those who could afford the high cost of entry. However, 

under the Republic they embraced a broader spectrum of social groups and a more cross class 

approach. With the arrival of the Republic and the concurrent growth in the demand for sports, 

many working class neighbourhoods and industrial towns outside Barcelona developed their own 

sports clubs, leading to a geographical as well as social growth in the influence of such groups. 

From 1931-1936, 400 new sports clubs were created in Catalonia, as sport spread from an activity 
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of the few to the way the nation spent its free time.326 In the metropolis, clubs developed to lead 

the national program of popular sport. 

 One such club, which offers an excellent archive and thus a well-developed case study is 

the Club de Natació Barcelona (CNB). As the club increased the access to sport for those of 

lesser income, it consistently required a larger and more accessible headquarters.  Throughout its 

changes in location, the CNB was based in the working class neighbourhood of Barceloneta, and 

enjoyed support from the port authorities in gaining space for its activities. The club was founded 

in 1907, and in 1921 it helped form the Catalan amateur swimming federation. Its facilities, 

designed by Jaume Mestres, eventually took root in the port area and allowed for open water 

swimming as well as the use of the covered pool. Indeed, the construction of a breakwater was 

even posited to allow for better ocean swimming. Throughout the Second Republic, as 

membership grew, plans were made for a grand new facility to spread the influence of the club 

and increase its capacity further.327 Sadly, this project was frustrated and terminated by the 

political conflicts that would eventually bring Spain to Civil War. Nonetheless, the club enjoyed 

an important place in the neighbourhood, the nation and the city, both physically and 

ideologically.  By 1933, over 3000 members had enlisted with the CNB, confirming its major 

influence on the Catalan sporting world.328 

The CNB did not remain a single sport institution for long after the birth of the Republic. 

It rapidly integrated the cross class and public health message of popular sports into its own 

discourse and goals, and aimed to create better Catlan citizens, not merely better athletes. Soon 

the club was quantifying success in terms of the social impact of its activities rather than medals 

won in the pool. The ideals of popular sport and the complete athlete and citizen were influential 

enough that soon, alongside swimming in the pool and the sea, the club offered classes in Swiss 
                                                        
326 Pujadas i Martí, Xavier. Història Il·lustrada de L’esport a Catalunya. Barcelona: Columna  ;Diputació de 
Barcelona, 1994. 
327 “Què És El Nostre Club.” Natació, March 1936. 
328 Pujols, Francesc. “Al Club Natació Barcelona.” Natació, February 1933. 
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gymnastics, weight lifting, skating and boxing, as well as cinema evenings and lectures on health 

and training.  It was in the pools and changing rooms of the club that "men of different classes 

met and spent time together as they should in a true republic,”329 and as such, the CNB was "an 

institution for Catalonia as venerated as the Orfeó Català [and] a vital organ in the body of 

Catalonia."330 Unlike the Orfeó, the class base of the CNB was diverse, and its politics decidedly 

left republican.  

 The regular publication of a (well archived) newsletter, Natació, allows an insight into 

the discourse and self-image of the club. Through this publication, we can see the expanding role 

the club saw for itself within the nation. An article reflecting on a quarter of a century of the club 

concludes that it helped in the formation of "healthy races, a strong people and a free country.”331  

It justified its Catalan identity by stating that swimming was a natural sport for the Catalans, 

given Catalonia’s relationship with the ocean and rivers.332 In so doing, it helped new migrants fit 

themselves into a narrative of Catalan history. In 1933, the club took stock of its achievements: It 

had not only improved the state of swimming as a sport, and the ability of many people to swim 

for their own safety, but also the "moral values and tenacity”333 of its socis.334  The club saw itself 

as a way of escaping the "poverty of everyday life," by elevating the mundane through physical 

activity335. Such comments provide evidence that the club saw its role beyond that of a sporting 

                                                        
329 Al club homes de different posició social .. fraternitzen com hauria d'esser en un veritable republica  
Freixas, Francesc. “Una República.” Ibid. 
330  The Orfeó was a choral society that served as an important cultural gathering place for the Catalan 
elites from its founding in 1881 and was part of the high cultural movement behind elite Catalan identity.  
“A Catalunya és un institution tan solemne o tan veneradó com l'Orfeó Català Què És El Nostre Club.” 
Natació, March 1936. 

331 "races sanes, pobles fortes y parties illures" Pujols, Francesc. “Al Club Natació Barcelona.” Natació, 
February 1933. 
332 “L’esperit Esportiu Del Club.” Natació. February 1933. 
333 “Tenacitat y valor moral” Freixas, Francesc. “Una República.” Natació, July 1933. 
334 The fact that the club worked on a membership basis was not unusual at the time but the use of the term 
“soci” provides an obvious link to the other membership organizations such as ateneus and political groups.  
335 “El Conseller de Cultura de La Generalitat de Catalunya, S’ocupa de L’ensenyament de La Natació.” 
Natació, February 1933. 
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organization and more as part of a popular sports movement that built citizens more than 

competitors.  

The CNB’s internal structure served to exemplify the republican spirit of "liberty, 

equality, fraternity and democracy", which it promoted in its publications and shared with the 

ERC. All members wore the same uniform, regardless of ability or class, and shared the same 

facilities. Natació evidently subscribed to the idea of the club as an example of the potential for 

cross class democracy to achieve progress. One article described the club as a miniature, 

democratic, republic in itself: "in this republic [the club] we are not all equal [in ability]... but we 

all have the same rights.”336 It continued,  "we are not all equal because we have strong men and 

those who are older or children", but once "on the sports field, everyone is equal."337 The club 

was more than just a leisure organization; it was a school for democracy and a part of the 

education in how to live in a "new society.”338 The spirit of each giving his best to the collective 

struggle and not asking for more than anyone else in return is entirely democratic.  Alongside 

voting in club elections, socis could learn how substantive democracy worked, what equality 

meant, and how to perceive common cause and share communal space, despite differing 

circumstances. Arguably, the club served not only to teach swimming, but also popular 

democracy.  

The accessibility of swimming allowed the club to become a meeting space for those of 

different classes, another key element of popular sports.  The relatively low threshold cost 

(swimming equipment was inexpensive and membership was not prohibitively priced for most 

workers) of the club allowed for those who did not have access to higher cost leisure activities to 

enter. Meanwhile, the club also attracted economic and social elites, thanks to the excellent 

standard of its facilities and international – level abilities of some of its athletes. The club’s 

                                                        
336 "Libertat, igualitat, fraternidad i democracia" Freixas, Francesc. “Una República.” Natació, July 1933. 
337 En el terreny esportiu tothom és igual Esquiroz, Vinceç. “Parlem - Ne.” Natació, October 1936. 
338 "nova societat" Esquiroz, Vinceç. “Parlem - Ne.” Ibid. 
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publication repeatedly referred to a desire to make sure the sport remained accessibly priced. Part 

of this commitment to the people of the nation was reflected in the January 1936 initiative of the 

Generalitat to teach Catalans to swim, which the club played an important role in.  This was not 

for the purposes of sport but rather for public health and safety. Natació noted that competition 

had led to a substantial growth of spectacle sport in the time since its founding and made an effort 

to position the club away from the "idolatry" which focused on  the "aces" of the sport. The club’s 

structure and formation allowed the funding of full time coaches and the purchase of high-level 

equipment, combined with a large talent pool from which to choose athletes. Soon the club’s 

members were enjoying success abroad and domination at home. Political figures such as Macià 

and Pi I Sunyer339 supported the efforts of the club to bring Catalans of different classes together 

through the enjoyment of sport.340 The club was, for people of many classes, a way of entering 

into the associational sphere that made them feel Catalan.  

  Alongside presenting itself as an example of the democracy that had come to 

characterize Second Republic Catalonia, the CNB made sure to appear as specifically Catalan, 

rather than merely left republican. The use of language and symbols which explicitly linked the 

club to a Catalan nationalist narrative was much more obvious and frequent during the Second 

Republic. The club attributed its growth to the two characteristics of "seny" and "voluntat” which 

Catalan nationalists attributed to their nation.341  As a nation that grew around a port city, the 

Catalanist narrative of their own national past was easily adapted to suit swimming. As such, the 

nation that participants experienced in the pool could draw a link to a national narrative of 

maritime trade. The addition of this traditional Catalan narrative to the club’s self image served 

several purposes: not only did it perpetuate Catalan legends and tropes and offer a way of 

                                                        
339 Pi I Sunyer was a left republican politician who began the republic in the Cortes and served in both 
Spanish and Catalan cabinets as well as serving as mayor of Barcelona and president of the ERC. He was 
imprisioned after the events of October 1934 along with other ERC leaders.  
340 “El Conseller de Cultura de La Generalitat de Catalunya, S’ocupa de L’ensenyament de La Natació.” 
Ibid. 
341 Morages, Jeroni. “La Moral I La Natació.” Natació, July 1933. 
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demonstrating them outside of legend and literature; it also expanded this same narrative to the 

newly arrived and less literate Catalans. As such, the club served as a way of educating new 

groups in what it was to be Catalan, both in the present and in one’s historical self-conception. 

The combination of democratic values and Catalan attributes that the club held as important, 

served to educate those who had not been formally educated in the perceived “character” of the 

Catalan nation, and aligned the club with the ERC’s narrative of Catalaness. In the club’s 

lectures, classrooms and magazines, members could learn the discourse of republican Catalan-

ness. In the pools and changing rooms, they could experience how it felt to belong to a modern, 

cross class and progressive nation.  

As well as the benefits for the physical wellbeing of the people of Catalonia, there were 

also international relations bonuses for the nation that were forged through the web of 

connections between the CNB and clubs abroad. The club’s competition outside of Catalonia 

helped to connect Catalan civil society with a wider web of non-governmental international sports 

organizations and an international civil society. This willingness to compete abroad was common 

among Catalan clubs and shall be considered in more detail and with other examples below.  The 

CNB played host to foreign swimmers and made a great effort to introduce them to Catalan 

institutions and traditions. Visiting teams were taken for tours of the Generalitat and shown 

exhibitions of Catalan history, as well as competing in the Club's facilities adorned with Catalan 

flags. They could not miss that they were visiting a nation with its own narrative, identity and 

symbology. The club also represented Catalonia abroad, competing in the national colours in 

international competitions.342  In its competition abroad, the club carried the flag for its nation.  

Despite its attempts to embrace all the classes of the city, there were limits to the club’s 

inclusiveness. The CNB was not popular with all the political groups that made up Catalan 

society. Chief among their detractors were the CNT and the FAI, as expressed through their press.  

                                                        
342 “L’olimpiada de Berlin.” Natació, January 1936. 



187 

 

    

  

Multiple slanders in publications associated with the CNT/ FAI suggest a general dislike for the 

club. This dislike was clear among the editorial staff of Solidaridad Obrera, but there is less 

evidence as to its presence in the anarchist community. This distrust on the part of the libertarian 

journalists may have been due to the cross class nature of the club, its support of “bourgeois” 

sporting activities, a national identity that opposed the CNT’s international anarchism, or simply 

its distraction of the working classes from revolutionary activity. Perhaps more germane is the 

fact that the club was closely aligned with the UGT,343 a Socialist party trade union which was the 

archrival of the CNT. The UGT was extremely strong with the dockworkers who were located 

near to the CNB’s facilities. The CNB reflected the union loyalties of the workers in its 

immediate area, and in doing so, made a good claim to be a cross class organization aligned 

closely with the ERC government, however unpopular this was on the libertarian left.  

The CNB was far from the only single sport club, and in fact it formed part of a network 

of organizations that taught nationalism and democracy to participants of various classes and that 

served to constitute it in an international sphere.  Through its ideology of republican democracy 

and the use of democratic practices, the club served as a school for democracy and established the 

“rules of the game”. These rules included an openness to different classes, a basic equality 

between members, and the end goal of bettering citizens not winning competitions. On top of this 

republican narrative, the CNB added a Catalan identity that had its roots in the past and its eyes 

set on the future. This approach was by no means unique; many other sports clubs shared the 

composition, ideology and identity of the CNB. To name but a few examples, the Club Gimnàstic 

de Tarragona, the Club Natació Reus Ploms and the Unió Esportiva Santboiana (which brought 

rugby to the nation) were all well established during the Republic. These clubs did not exist 

separately but met in leagues, competitions and federations. Thus they joined a network of 

                                                        
343 “Comité Del Control Del Club.” Natació, September 1936. 
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Catalan civil society that supported the ERC’s democratic conception of the nation and helped it 

become part of everyday lived experience.  

Multi Purpose Voluntary Associations That Included Physical Culture 

Ateneus 

Another important type of organization that promoted a cross-class, Catalanist and 

democratic sporting culture, but as part of a broader cultural mission, were popular cultural and 

educational centres.344 The most important and numerous were the ateneus.  Catalan ateneus grew 

in neighbourhoods, regardless of class, and afforded an education which anarchism and 

republicanism alike saw as a key part of their mission to empower the working classes and shape 

their identity.  Their popular credentials cannot be doubted. The ateneu provided a valuable and 

inexpensive source of leisure activity, education and community for the working classes. Through 

their ubiquity and importance in working class life, ateneus created a network of associational 

activity into which the Republic’s sporting and physical culture groups could link themselves 

While individual ateneus were biased towards one class or another in their membership, the 

ateneu movement accepted all classes. Furthermore, many ateneus were cross class in their 

membership. The ideals of the movement, and its education policies, served to create a common 

basis for identity. Ateneus did not reinforce class barriers, even where their membership was 

heavily based in one class. Rather, they served to help create a cultural “big tent” into which all 

classes could come and participate in national identity.  

Founded in the early twentieth century, ateneus sprung up in working class areas as well 

as more privileged neighbourhoods, and offered an important forum for exchange, due to their 

                                                        
344 Flecha, Ramón. “Spanish Society and Adult Education.” International Journal of Lifelong Education 9, no. 2 

(1990): 99–108. doi:10.1080/0260137900090203. 
Junco, J. A. El Emperador Del Paralelo: Lerroux Y La Demagogia Populista. Alianza Editorial Sa, 1990. 
Montserrat, Angel Duarte. Possibilistes Y Federals: Política Y Cultura Republicanes a Reus (1874-1899), 1992. 

http://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/libro?codigo=185590. 
sola, pere. Els Ateneus Obrers I La Cultura Popular a Catalunya (1900-1939). Barcelona, 1978. 

 



189 

 

    

  

broad support base across the combined libertarian and republican left. The ateneu system opened 

new routes for the nation to enter the working class areas and for migrants and workers to enter 

the nation. By the time of the Second Republic, the ateneu was already the cornerstone of 

sociability and community for many of the Catalan working classes areas, serving as an important 

channel for both individuals and theories from outside to access and influence working class 

communities.  

Perhaps more than any other institution, the ateneus exemplified the cross-class ideology 

of this new popular civil society. Alongside this clear appeal to integrate the working classes, 

they demonstrated an obvious connection to the ERC and its project.  During the Second 

Republic, this meant that they could serve as sites of exchange, discussion and formulation of 

popular policy. While not specifically linked to any one political party, the ateneus were often 

places where the different tendencies in the ERC would meet and discuss politics.345 The 

CCEP346, along with other government organizations, often met at the Ateneu Enciclopèdic 

Popular ( AEP, one of Barcelona’s most important ateneus).347  One could say that much of the 

popular policy of the ERC came from the ateneu movement. While the ateneus played an 

important role in establishing the principles behind the highest echelons of Catalan government, 

they also had an important impact directly on the working classes. Members, regardless of class, 

had equal access to the libraries and lectures that the ateneus offered. The unique ateneu 

environment allowed for workers, politicians and the middle classes to share the same intellectual 

influences and sporting experiences. While there were many differences in the ateneu 

membership's political stances, the shared basic common social and national principles across the 

movement. The AEP’s cross class composition and fusion of the physical with the cultural made 

                                                        
345 The Conferència d’Esquerres at which the ERC was founded was held in the Ateneu Republicà de 
Gràcia.  
346 The CCEP united government and civil society groups in the organization of popular sport events as 
noted in chapter 2. It was at the cornerstone of the ERC’s use of sport as international relations.  
347 “Comité Catalán pro Esport Popular.” Solidaridad Obrera. August 31, 1937. 
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it the perfect example of the reciprocity between physical and political culture, and between the 

Ateneus and the ERC. Popular politics, education and physical culture all grew from the ateneus, 

and in turn helped to grow these unique institutions.  

With the arrival of the Second Republic, Catalan ateneus took up an important part of the 

national popular physical culture movement. When space was at a premium, it was much easier to 

conduct stationary stretching and weight training than to play sports such as football or tennis that 

required large spaces. The “Swiss” gymnastics practiced by the ateneus could be taken home and 

practiced without the need for any equipment, space or supervision, and thus served as a perfect 

way for the ateneu to impact as many people as possible at a low cost.  This democratic and cross 

class approach to physical culture highlights the importance of sport and accessibility in the 

ateneu ideology.  

The ateneus also moved more into the terrain of popular sport during the Republic 

Sporting facilities were often shared with other sporting and civil society groups, an illustration of 

the interconnected nature of popular sport. This sharing of facilities and ideals helped to link the 

ateneus and their members, into a popular Catalan civil society sphere.  For example, various 

football stadiums and shared gymnasiums, notably the gymnasium owned by CADCI,348 provided 

facilities for several ateneus, while the swimming facilities at the port allowed for many urban 

workers to learn to swim. Alongside physical conditioning, the 1930s saw a blossoming of sports 

leagues and, with them, ateneu sports teams integrating into Catalan leagues and contests. Soon 

football, wrestling and other sports were practiced at Ateneus and local leagues and tournaments 

grew under their patronage.  

Furthermore, through the larger popular sports network, people came together from 

across Catalonia to compete.  Athletes from Reus in the south of Catalonia, and Lleida in the east, 
                                                        
348 The Centre Autonomista de Dependents del Comerç i de la Indústria was a shop stewards union linked 
to the ERC. A poster for athletics events listed the gymnastics location as “el local de Gimnàs Garcia” in 
Gracia (This is repeated in other publications so does not seem to be a typographical error).  The track and 
field events were held at the FBC Espanyol Stadium in Carrer VIllarroel.  
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were able to compete in Barcelona against other workers from Girona, over 200km to the North.  

The web of connections that the sports network created, not only allowed members to perfect 

their own bodies, but to travel around their nation and meet their fellow Catalans. In this way, the 

ateneus solidified the lessons they taught in the classroom, gave a physical sense of belonging, 

and played a key role in local and national community-building.  

Among the largest Ateneus in Barcelona during the Second Republic was the Ateneu 

Enciclopèdic Popular (AEP).  Just 7 years after the organization was founded in 1902, the secció 

gimnàs took shape and quickly grew alongside the library and classrooms. To begin with, the 

goal was a form of “purely athletic” training that aimed to “perfect the physical form of the 

human body.”349 Its program grew into an integral part of the AEP’s mission of improving the lot 

of the working classes. The physical, intellectual, democratic and national elements of the became 

cornerstones of the AEP’s curriculum.  In 1930 Miró asked Catalan young athletes to be a 

“matrix of liberty and justice” and urged them to move “onwards for Catalonia and from 

Catalonia to the face world.” 350 

By the time of the Second Republic, the AEP’s philosophies had influenced the popular 

sport movements, but the ideas of popular sport had also changed the discourse of the AEP. 

Sporting competition allowed the organization to enter leagues that helped to constitute it as part 

of the popular sports network, which brought people together across Catalonia. Soon volunteers 

for the AEP’s representative teams were solicited through posters and the organization’s 

newsletter.  It seems that athletes of diverse abilities were taken to events, given the disparities in 

times for running races displayed in the recorded results. But in the 1930s, sporting competition 

                                                        
349 This is opposed to the form of trainignt hat focused on aesthetics or competition and was seen as 
harmful to the development of the body. Pelicier, Emili. “Gimnàstica Util I Gimnàstica Prejudicial.” 
Butlletí AEP, April 1, 1923. 
350 “Cataluña reclama todos los afanes de sus hijos. Los reclama para ser matriz de libertades y de justicia. 
Jóvenes deportivos: Adelante con Cataluña y por Cataluña de cara al mundo”. Aiguader i Miró, Jaume. 
Amb Catalunya I Per Catalunya de , : Col.lecció “La Sageta”, Barcelona Rustica Editorial - VilalLibres. 
La Sageta. Barcelona Rustica Editorial - VilalLibres, 1930. 
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grew beyond boxing and elite sports. With fraternity as its goal, the AEP sent teams to events that 

brought socis together with similarly minded members of other organizations.  These events 

included a Catalan tug-o-war championship organized by the CADCI, and multiple local football, 

wrestling and athletics leagues. Not only did the members of the Ateneu better know each other 

through sport, but they were also exposed to like-minded individuals living and working in 

different parts of the same nation. Given its working class membership, it was impossible for the 

AEP to deny the popularity and appeal of football.  The AEP’s team grew out of the institution to 

become the Gimnastic Barcelona football team. The side played at the elite level, while multiple 

teams in other competitions in local leagues represented the ateneu.351  

The AEP clearly had a broad appeal, as its combination of sports and physical culture 

allowed it to grow in size, such that it became one of the largest sports and physical culture 

organizations in the nation by 1936.352 Teams represented the organization in leagues across the 

nation in all manner of competitions. The AEP mixed its message of balanced physical culture 

with the appeal of certain competitive sports to the working classes. This was the goal of the 

popular sports movement: linking an ideology and national identity to an existing fascination with 

certain sporting activities, and diffusing this narrative among the population at large.  

The AEP was just one of many ateneus with active physical culture programs, but most 

seemed to follow the trend towards including more popular sport during the Second Republic. 

Most major Catalan cities had several such institutions, many dating from before the Republic. 

These groups, teams and events allowed the people of provincial towns to meet with and share 

identity with those from the major cities of Catalonia. The Ateneu de Maó began a gymnastics 

program as early as 1904.353 The Ateneu Igualadí purchased facilities for sports in 1920, and 

during the Second Republic it seems to have moved from a purely physical cultural program to an 
                                                        
351 “Un Equip de Foot-Ball.” Butlletí AEP, January 1, 1921. 
352 Pujadas, Xavier. Catalunya I L’olimpisme. Barcelona: COC Catalan, 2006. 
353 Llorenç Gelabert Gual, Xavier Motilla Salas. “L’Ateneu Científic, Literari I Artístic I La Culturització 
Musical a Menorca (1905-1936).” Llorenç Gelabert Gual, Xavier Motilla Salas 39, no. 2 (July 2013). 
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embrace of popular sport and the networking opportunities provided by it. By 1931, Igualada was 

represented by athletics and football teams that travelled to compete against other similar 

organizations. The Ateneu Nacionalista de Barcelona had sports teams for men and women and 

was, as its name indicates, inclined towards the Catalan national cause. The Centre Fraternal 

Palafrugell (CFP) not only had its own education and sports programs, but also helped to found 

the local football club and fund its early progress.354 This commitment to sport and physical 

culture was such that, as the buildings of the CFP were redesigned in 1932, it was considered 

important to add space for showers and sports facilities, as these were necessary in the modern 

ateneu.355  The Ateneu Agrícola of Sant Sadurní d'Anoia offered sports, gymnastics and physical 

culture, as well as a literate education to those outside of the urban areas, and allowed members to 

travel, compete, and share identity with Catalans in cities. The proliferation of ateneus allowed 

for teams to travel, and for a sense of Catalan identity to spread to the workers, who would 

otherwise identify with neighbourhood or workplace groups. 

  In Barcelona itself, the ateneu movement grew rapidly during the Second Republic and 

also increased its attention to popular sport. Even sports clubs, such as the Bàsquet Ateneu 

Montserrat (BAM), took on the nomenclature of the movement. In taking the name Ateneu, 

sports focused organizations could signal a social commitment to community as well as 

competition. The Ateneu Polytechnicum was founded in 1924 as a more academic institution, 

offering free lectures and classes to any interested adults, regardless of class or political 

confession. During the Second Republic, however, it broadened its appeal and was represented in 

the meetings of popular sports bodies. By 1931, the polytechnicum fielded teams in many leagues 

and sporting events, and served as a precursor for a wider polytechnic movement aimed at 

institutionalizing this popular method of physical and intellectual education. The Ateneu 
                                                        
354 “L’esport I El Fraternal,” n.d. 
http://centrefraternal.cat/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=39&Itemid=64. 
355 Giralt Casadesús, Ricard. “Projecte Reforma Centre Fraternal,” 1932. Arxiu Històric de la Ciutat de 
Girona. 
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Barcelones was more of a literary organization, counting 50,000 books in its library and Pompeu 

Fabra among its members. Nonetheless, during the Second Republic, this venerable intellectual 

organization added a sporting and gymnastics section of its own, linking itself into the popular 

sporting movement. The Ateneu Obrer was represented at the Catalan gymnastic congress, and 

offered its members a range of competitive sports, as well as Swiss gymnastics and physical 

cultural classes. In the working class Barcelona suburb of Hospitalet de Llobregat, a CNT 

stronghold, the Ateneu de Cultura Popular, which included the provision of access to sport in its 

mission statement at the time of its founding in 1932. In a time when anarchist maximalism and 

street violence gripped the neighbourhood and had come to define working class politics, the 

popular physical culture movement sought to bridge the political divide created by the clash 

between the Republic of Order and libertarian protest.356 Clearly the earlier claims of the AEP 

about the value of physical culture for pedagogy had not fallen on deaf ears. As the Ateneu 

movement grew in Catalonia during this period, it spread a classical education to the masses, 

along with Juvenal’s idea of a healthy mind in a healthy body, within this.  Furthermore, the 

embrace of popular sport by the movement allowed citizens from across the nation to better know 

each other through sport.  

While many supported the Ateneu movement, it did not enjoy universal approval in 

Catalonia. Rather, it was opposed by many of the same groups which opposed the ERC and its 

left republican ideology.  In this case, it was the opposition from the right of the ERC rather than 

those on its left. The ateneu movement served to undermine the barriers which many of the more 

elite political parties wished to build up. Many of the more reactionary bourgeois believed the 

ateneus served as little more than training camps for criminals. Josep Planes, writing in La 

Publicitat, claimed that: “the youth who are educated in the ateneus fall into two categories: those 

                                                        
356 The Hospitalet newspaper Revista Eco outlines the cultural efforts made by the ERC and ateneus in the 
area during the republic “Revista Eco.” Revista Eco, October 1934. 
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who believe in the myth of social revolution and the happiness that can come from libertarian 

communism, and those who are inclined to crime and who use the flag of anarchism as a 

mitigation or explanation of their criminal instincts.”357 Planes and others suggested that Ateneus 

gave an intellectual justification to theft, and allowed criminals to hide behind the anarchist 

movement. The conservative disapproval of ateneus seemed to have been a creation of the moral 

panic surrounding the working classes, reflecting a disagreement with the Republican politics 

they fostered, rather than one based on observation. Criminals would have gained very little from 

justifying their crimes in terms of anarchism, and the crimes committed by anarchists tended to be 

of a specific type. There is little evidence to suggest that ateneus had any role in the promotion of 

such crimes. The ateneu movement embraced the progressive republican middle classes as well as 

the working classes, and as such, its support closely and its limits mirrored that of the ERC.  

Trade Union Based Centres 

An important branch of the civil society organizational sphere in Catalonia was labour 

representation. In a city where trades unions were a key way for many people to engage with 

political and physical culture as well as social services, it was unions which did much of the day 

to day decision making that ran the city.  It was through phenomena such as popular sports that 

class based unions could participate in a cross class national movement.  Unions varied hugely in 

their political affiliations and support for Catalan nationalism, but the ERC managed to gain the 

support of a large number of the non-anarchist labour groups during the Second Republic. These 

unions were an important part of the web of Catalan civil society that supported the ERC and its 

ideas of the nation. These groups may not have been cross class themselves, but they brought 

                                                        
357 “La joventut que des del govern Berenguer ençà s’ha format en els ateneus 
llibertaris i en els grups i cèl·lules anarquistes, cal dividir-la en dues categories: 
la que es pren de bona fe el mite de la revolució social i de la felicitat a data 
fixa gràcies a la implantació del comunisme llibertari, i la que, decantada per 
temperament al crim i a la delinqüència, troba en la bandera de l’anarquisme 
un atenuant o una explicació» dels seus instints merament criminals.” Josep, Planes. “Què Es Prepara El 
Primer de Maig?” La Publicitat, April 6, 1934. 



196 

 

    

  

sport to non-elite groups, and through integrating those groups in to a cross class network of 

popular sports organizations, they facilitated cross class experiences.  

Case Study: Centre Autonomista de Dependents del Comerç i de la Indústria (CADCI) 

Notable among these unions for its size and spread was the CADCI, which was founded 

in 1903. The CADCI was a union of shop workers who were colloquially known as saltataulells 

(counter-jumpers). CADCI mostly represented skilled and white-collar workers, rather than those 

in the lowest paying factory and construction jobs. Alongside representing its members’ interests 

in the manner of a traditional trade union, from its foundation the CADCI also represented a 

cultural and educational world for its members. By the arrival of the Second Republic, the Union 

had a section dedicated to adult education, with classes in photography, numeracy and literacy. 

Alongside this section, it provided services such as healthcare, cooperative purchasing and a 

library. The CADCIs Secció d’Esport i Excursions was founded by 1905 and a gymnasium were 

constructed. CADCI added various sports facilities through its growth and participated in the 

founding of regional sports governing bodies, such as the Federació Catalana de Boxa in 1922.358  

The union also aggregated the political interests of its members. Beyond merely 

advocating for their economic wellbeing,  from its outset it had a group concerned with the 

pursuit of Catalan autonomy. As such, the CADCI went far beyond the traditional trade union 

model and became a cultural, educational and political center for its members. CADCI explicitly 

wished to use sports as part of its mission to better the cultural and physical lot of the workers 

who made up its base, contending that it was only through physical education that its members 

could find the “harmony” between body and mind which was required to use one’s education in 

everyday life.  It aimed to extend sports to the bulk of its members who had previously been 

excluded due to a lack of resources, time or exposure. This was not in order to encourage sporting 

excellence but rather to reinforce its moral and cultural dialogue with a physical element, 

                                                        
358 Llorente, Juli. Historia de La Boxa Catalana. Barcelona: Tot editorial, 1995. 
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allowing for a more complete development of the individuals who made up its membership. As 

with the other popular sporting organizations, CADCI tended towards team sports and those with 

a low threshold cost for members. It encouraged competition within a fraternal framework and 

the complete development of the body rather than a blinkered focus on excellence in one field.  

After a period of repression and decline under Primo de Rivera, the CADCI returned in 

1931 as an ally of the ERC, and in 1932 the president of the center, Francesc Xavier Casals, was 

named as Secretary of Work and Social Assistance for the Generalitat. Throughout the Second 

Republic, CADCI represented an important body in both policymaking and in the day-to-day 

lives of many of the citizens of Catalonia.  It had an existing sports discourse that it adapted to fit 

the new government discourse of popular sport. Where it had once focused on bettering the lot of 

its members it now integrated them into a national physical culture program and shared its 

facilities accordingly.  

In the period immediately following the arrival of the Second Republic, the sports and 

excursions section grew in scope and membership. In 1931, CADCI began to publish a monthly 

magazine for its members, titled Accio. Fittingly, the front page of the first magazine published 

under the Republic carried an advertisement for sports equipment, and carried a prominent banner 

that proclaimed, “Are you a member of the gymnastic section? What are you waiting for?” 359 

Several subsections were devoted to gymnastics, excursionism, traditional sports and watersports. 

CADCI’s members could enjoy swimming, gymnastics, football, rugby, basketball, hockey, 

baseball, athletics, rowing and sailing through its clubs.360 Membership of these groups cost 2.50, 

.50, 1.50 and 5 pesetas a month respectively. Gymnastic classes were taught in the early morning 

under Senyor Ral, who would instruct members in the tug of war and vaulting the horse, as well 

as more traditional gymnastics of the Swiss type. The “noble sport” of tug of war was particularly 

                                                        
359 “Capells I Calcats.” Accio. October 1, 1931. 
360 CADCI. “Propagueu L’obra Del Centre Autonomista de Dependents de Comerc I de La Industria,” 
1933. Pavello de la republica. 
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cherished; it offered a very low cost activity that depended on collective efforts, and its status 

within the organization was not harmed by the CADCI having twice been declared Catalan 

champions in 1931361. The pooling of resources allowed the members of the union access to 

sports from which they would otherwise be excluded, much as it gave them a political voice they 

would not have otherwise have had.  

The opportunity to be part of a successful and varied physical culture program was an 

obvious recruiting tool for the CADCI. Given its size and facilities, it had much to offer to the 

popular sport movement, as well as to potential members. CADCI owned a sports field at Carrer 

Badal, which was easily accessible to members by metro and contained facilities for changing 

and showering, as well as for field sports. 362 The pitches were large enough to permit the 

simultaneous practice of multiple sports. The Club de Mar had its own boating facilities at the 

Moll Nou, and enjoyed great success with its rowing teams, which often won Catalan 

championships, and purchased racing boats from Italy in which to compete.363 The well-equipped 

sporting facilities and teams were no doubt attractive to potential members, and allowed the 

organization to further the cause of popular sports by sharing them with like-minded Catalans 

from other groups.    

After a troubled period during the Dictatorship, when the union was taken over by the 

conservative Sindicatos Libres, the new leadership of the club in 1931 aimed to “rebuild all that 

had been destroyed” under the Libres.364  Through sport and physical culture, it would reintegrate 

itself into Catalan popular politics and overcome the ill will generated by its role in the dictadura. 

The Club De Mar saw many new and returning socis  enrolling in the early days of the Republic.  

Despite inactivity during the “shameful period” when the Sindicatos Libres had been in charge, it 
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was now regaining its former strength with many of those who had left being welcomed back.365 

A matter of some contention in this regard was the readmittance of CADCI into the rowing 

federation in 1931. The leadership of the CADCI Club de Mar considered this to be a 

continuation of a previous membership but the time under the Sindicatos Libres was seen to be a 

rupture by the Federation. This ruling may have been a purely procedural point, but it clearly 

caused enough of an issue that it merited reporting in the CADCI press and the deployment of 

much vitriolic language.  Even in the sporting milieu, the value of symbols cannot be 

underestimated and the persistence of the past is evident.366  Thus the CADCI had to rebuild its 

credibility and its labour support after damage had been sustained there, and it used sport as an 

important tool in this project.   

The CADCI publications and its actions show a similar investment to that of the Atenetus 

and sports clubs in terms of popular sport as part of the improvement of the nation. Physical 

education was seen as vital in eliminating the servitude of the workers and the deference that 

came with a purely academic education (it was felt the latter could often serve to illustrate the 

ignorance of the worker compared to his employer).367 Sport was clearly seen as a pedagogical 

pursuit, with the emphasis on creating harmonious relations between members, rather than victory 

at all costs. The false separation that was traditionally enforced between the “school and the 

gymnasium”368 was seen as detrimental to the ability of either to achieve its goals.  For CADCI, 

in line with the popular sports movement in general, the goal was the development of healthier 

happier citizens, not excellence in sporting competition. This language of physical culture as 

pedagogy, and sport as a way of perfecting the process of educating citizens, was shared with 

other elements of the physical culture movement, such as sports clubs and ateneus. These 
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organizations all shared the goal of bringing the classes of the nation together, as well as helping 

to form its future.  

Thus, while CADCI teams competed in local leagues, and the organization contributed 

support and athletes to Catalan national teams,369 the aim of the CADCI sports program was not 

to excel in competition. Rather they aimed to share “sports and their benefits with shop workers 

who were previously excluded from them for economic reasons,”370 as well as helping to “prepare 

young people for the increasingly difficult struggles of day to day life.” 371 To this end, they 

promoted a spirit of “pure amateurism… in the support of our ideals.”372 Teams were selected by 

open trials, but events included many teams of different abilities and often there were special 

categories for beginners. In a rowing event in August 1931, medals were awarded for the victors 

in the usual order, but additional “red” medals were awarded for novices who completed the 

event. These competitions often required membership in sporting federations that brought CADCI 

members into contact with other clubs and organizations.  

While all were welcome at the CADCI’s sporting events, there was a focus on appealing 

to the urban workers who possessed little in the way of access to education and the outdoors. This 

was the major constituency of the union, and indeed the major constituency to which the ERC 

wished to appeal . The model of the northern European, and specifically German and Slavic, 

youth movements was evoked in CADCI publications as laudable and something to be replicated 

in Catalonia. They spoke of the paradox of men who knew all the science behind their bodies, but 

were physically “impotent” and lacked the “virility” to control their bodies and undertake 

physical exercise. There was a daily “battle” to be fought, and obstacles to be overcome, in the 

                                                        
369 “Rugby.” La Vanguardia, January 4, 1934. 
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“Preperats per a acarar-se a les lluites de la vida cada dia mes adversa” “Seccio Permanent de Sports I 
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quest for the perfection of the human body. These were to be superseded with audacity, energy, 

tenacity, calmness and strength. Adherents of physical education would possess balanced and 

strong bodies, as opposed to the “decrepit” individuals who did not pursue physical education.  

The CADCI physical education theory further embraced excursionism as a way of escaping the 

city and its confines. Their publication “Accio” suggested that “air, light and water” were the 

three best friends of the gymnast, and that the separation between education, excursionism and 

gymnastics needed to be done away with in favour of a more holistic approach to working class 

wellbeing. This would create a “man ready to confront all contingencies,” and one blessed with 

“physical health and a tranquil spirit.”373 This thinking was in line with popular excursionist and 

youth movements, and the rhetoric very much in line with bringing these groups together through 

physical culture.  

CADCI was one of many trade unions that spanned the bridge between athletics and 

politics:  the UGT fielded football and other sports teams, as did numerous workplaces. Unions, 

ateneus and various industry specific organizations would often compete with their fellow 

workers in leagues and interclub competitions. Interclub multi sport contests brought together 

adherents of two groups to compete in any number of events, evoking a scene reminiscent of 

what one would expect from a school sports day, more than a trade union gathering. These events 

highlight the importance of union affiliation in the social structure and identity of the Catalan 

working classes. One’s union was not just about where one worked; it controlled who one 

socialized with, and how one perceived the world.  

Although these organizations had a largely homogenous class base, through their 

integration into cross class popular sport, they were able to expose their members to a more cross 

class notion of the nation and allow them to experience it through sport. Through sport, a union 

member and a soci from a local football club could compete on the same pitch and come to know 
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each other. This web of connections constituted a Catalan civil society that brought in people of 

different classes who joined different organizations for different reasons. Sports and physical 

culture brought together people and organizations that would otherwise have had no reason to do 

so. Once they had met on the field of play, they might be better able to forge common values and 

identity. Through this process, the nation became something more concrete, and allowed it to 

jump from discourse into lived experience.  

Sports Federations 

The increasing density of sporting organizations during the Second Republic generated 

demand for governing bodies to set rules and organize both training and competition. These 

organizations made it easy to form Catalan leagues and national teams, and further the density 

and frequency of Catalan civil society interactions. As sport became more accessible under the 

Republic, federations were created in order to better organize rules, matches and leagues, and 

bring together clubs from across the nation.. This web of organizations further helped to bring 

people together across their class and social boundaries. They also constituted a “big tent” of 

popular sports ideology into which many organizations could fit. These organizations and 

federations helped to make popular sport a movement that had implications far outside the 

sporting sphere.  

This tendency to centralization and organization began, even before the Republic, with 

the Federació d'Entitats Excursionistes de Catalunya in 1930. This was the beginning of the 

creation of groups that brought together cultural organizations that were linked to very different 

political parties, which in other contexts would not have worked together. Excursionism was an 

activity popular with all ends of the political spectrum, with the Lliga and the anarcho syndicalist 

groups both establishing organizations that affiliated to the Federation. From 1930-1939 54 new 

excursionist groups were registered, in part thanks to the promotion and organization of this 

Federation, and in part thanks to the low cost and high enthusiasm around the activity. The 
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governing body served to train instructors and equip the organizations with the expertise to 

properly and efficiently acquaint people with the outdoors.   Soon individual sports organizing 

bodies began to coordinate along the same national lines, and events could go from a notional 

link to a physical manifestation of a densely interwoven civil society that was growing around 

sport.  

Soon sports and physical culture followed the excursionist model. Thus, in 1932 the 

Federació Catalana de Gimnàstica (FCG) was convened under the titular presidency of Pi I 

Sunyer. This organization serves as an example for the potential of the movement to bring people 

together.  The FCG combined gymnastic sections from the AEP, CADCI, Associacio Cultural 

Gimnàstica Deportiva, Gimnastic de Tarragona and the Federació de Joves Cristians (FJC). On its 

inception in 1932, the FCG announced its intent to “practice total physical education as part of 

our work, which we consider to be part of building civility and patriotism. The FCG is aimed at 

all citizens, all entities resident in Catalonia, especially those involved in sport.”374 Sports 

governance would not only benefit the practice of sports, but also their reach into the education 

system and thus the population at large, and their integration into the nation and the popular 

sports movement. A language of pedagogy and citizenship united schools, the ERC and other 

civil society groups.  

  The FCG’s initial goals explained that cooperation with other entities would help it to 

realize its twin goals, which were “to convince all citizens that they ought to do gymnastics, [and] 

to  create more gymnastic facilities”. Through the FCG and similar groups, it was possible to add 

a narrative of nation to that of public health and sporting competition. This organizational sphere 

helped to bring together the gymnastic divisions of various different political groups.  Although 

the goals may have been quantified in sporting terms, the focus was on growth, not performance, 

and the language was national as well as democratic in character. It was the growth of sport, 
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rather than the level at which that sport was practiced, that was the goal.  Sport here was seen as a 

means to a national end, rather than an end in itself. Sporting results were phrased in terms of 

mutual understanding, democratic conduct, national identity and health, not merely in terms of 

matches won or records broken. There was a blossoming in individual groups, as soon as the 

Republic began, but soon after, these organizations connected the groups together in a more 

coherent movement with a distinct identity.  

The FCG was followed by the Federació Aeronautica de Catalunya in 1932, the 

Federació d'Esqui de Catalunya, Federació Catalana de Vol a Vela and Camping Club 

Catalunya in 1933, and the Federació Catalan de Rugby the following year, along with the 

Federació Catalana de Tenis de Taula by 1935, to name but a few. These organizations helped to 

constitute a growing popular sports sphere, in which people could come together around a sport 

or activity they enjoyed. However, what was even more unifying were the umbrella organizations 

that took these single sport bodies and created a national program which spanned sports, classes 

and political groups.  

This explosion of sports associations led to the formation, in July 1933, of the Unió 

Catalana de Federacions Esportives (UCFE), under the titular presidency of Pompeu Fabra.  This 

was the same organizational impulse which gave rise to government backed organizing bodies, 

such as the Acadèmia d’Educació Física de Catalunya (AEFC), and later the CCEP. This 

organizational sphere facilitated the coordinated direction of Catalan physical culture towards a 

national, popular end. By 1934, the UCFE directing body was officially renamed the Unió de 

Federacions Esportives de Catalunya (UFEC), and included federations of athletics, baseball, 

basketball, boxing, cycling, fencing, excursionism, football, gymnastics, hockey, wrestling, 

motorcycling, swimming, Basque pelota, rowing, rugby, archery, and even table tennis.375  In 

uniting Catalan sports governing bodies under one roof, it was easier to promote a shared 
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message about what was meant by Catalan identity, and how sports could best facilitate 

promoting it. The popular sport model became more of a reality, with more sports adhering to it 

and espousing it, and a codified ideology coming from the publications and initiatives of the 

organizing body. This unity came through the initiative of the organizations, rather than via a 

government decree. The totaliatrian sports model also employed a centralized structure, but it did 

so by force. The Catalan model was one of civil society organizations voluntarily affiliating to the 

ERC’s popular national model.  

  Through federation, the organizational sphere of popular sports could help create multi 

sport events and initiatives. These events would allow the single sport clubs, unions and ateneus, 

as well as other sports groups, to come together in a spirit of competition bounded by fraternity. 

The UCFE aimed to hold popular sporting events, including a “concourse on the complete 

athlete” and a “week of sport.”376 Through promoting these events, the UFEC could bring 

together disparate sporting groups from around the nation for a national event, such as the sports 

week of 1935, rather than have each organize its own championship. The focus on sport would 

also bring popular sport into the mainstream media and broaden its appeal.  In encouraging multi-

sport events, the UFEC could take a simple sporting contest and make it a Catalan national event, 

in which teams from varying disciplines and various locations could come together and 

experience nationhood as well as competition. The UFEC could also promote the idea of the 

complete athlete and citizen over the elite model in these events.  Such multi sport, multi group 

events served the cross class purpose of popular sport, as well as the nationalist goal of the 

organization, by bridging class and geographical divides between single sport and single class 

organizations. As such, the UFEC, and its antecedent the UCFE, represented the organizational 

realization of the notion of a web of Catalan sporting civil society.  
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The UFEC would create and fund an office space at which they, and other federations, 

would be able to meet. This would allow various single sport federations to organize and better 

facilitate cooperation between organizing bodies with a common national and popular goal. This 

better organization would prevent unnecessary overlap, encourage sharing of best practices, 

resources and facilities, and allow the easier planning of multisport events with a clear popular 

sport message.377 The movement towards a coordinated popular sporting model helped to pull 

other sporting groups into a world in which sport was not about individual competition and 

performance-based goals, but about society at large. Through this organization and its events, 

sports movements could come together with a much bigger goal of creating a democratic, and 

healthy, nation, based on a strong civil society.  

These federations could bring athletes together in representative teams, and in doing so 

unite different sports bodies and the fans of various classes across Catalonia, apart from Spain or 

Madrid. In April 1932, when the Republic was still young, Catalonia and Spain could compete on 

the football pitch in Montjuïc as nations that were separate, but enjoyed a fraternal relationship. 

The Catalan team was not billed as the “Catalan region” as had been the case in previous games, 

but rather simply as Catalonia.378 This label reinforced the atmosphere of fraternal relations 

between the two that emerged during the first biennium of the Second Republic.  The fact that the 

football game occurred to support a Catalan athletes’ union further reinforced the synergies 

between nation, politics and sport. 
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Figure 2 Poster for a game between Catalonia and Sunderland (a British club side)  

Although there was much in the way of fraternal identity during the First Biennium, the 

relationship between Madrid and Barcelona could also be antagonistic. This was increasingly 

common during the Republic’s Second Biennium. This was most true in sports, where the Madrid 

based bodies were dominated by the anti Catalan agenda. Most notable in this trend is the debacle 

caused by the rugby federations in 1934.  The Federació Catalana de Rugbi  (FCR) tried to 

decouple itself from the Spanish governing body, by affiliating to a newly formed international 

federation. This move was met with considerable opposition from Madrid. This opposition came 

both from the Spanish rugby federation and the right wing press.  Both the Spanish and Catalan 

federations competed in the same leagues, and it was Catalonia that had the bulk of the rugby 

clubs and players.  The Catalan governing body preceded the Spanish one (they were founded in 

1922 and 1923 respectively).  A move by the Catalan authorities to affiliate to the Fédération 

Internationale de Rugby Amateur (FIRA),379 as opposed to the International Rugby Board (IRB), 

to which the Spanish federation (and by extension its subsidiary in Catalonia) was affiliated, 

proved hugely unpopular with the Spanish right. FIRA was formed in 1934 as an alternative to 

                                                        
379 “Edició Especial Extraordinària Amb Motiu Del Reconeixement de La Federació Catalana de Rugbi per 
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the IRB, after the latter began enforcing amateurism in a fashion intended to keep rugby a 

pastime of the privileged classes. The FCR (along with federations from Italy, France, Romania, 

Netherlands, Portugal, Czechoslovakia, and Sweden) founded FIRA as an alternative that aimed 

to expand the sport’s constituency beyond its existing narrow base in the British public schools 

and analogous bourgeois institutions.380 Thus, this rupture was not only along national lines but 

also ideological ones. FIRA was explicitly opposed to the elite structure and upper middle class 

basis for rugby that the existing authorities were invested in.  

The FCR’s stand for both popular sport and national identity in Catalonia met with 

opposition from the right in Madrid, which castigated the Catalan federation. For example, the 

Falange took issue with the attempted split in its own publication, and criticized both the Madrid 

government for allowing the action to occur, and the Catalans for taking it.381 This action shows 

that the Falange was aware of the machinations of sporting federations and clearly perceived the 

action as significantly undermining Madrid’s authority. While the Falange was no fan of 

Catalanism in general, it is nonetheless intriguing that they chose the FCR’s stand for more cross 

class sport as a symbolic battleground.  

 Ultimately, the Catalan federation went on to become one of the founding members of 

FIRA, despite the Madrid-based opposition.  In the face of criticism and threats from Madrid, the 

FCR arranged for Spain to be represented in the FIRA alongside Catalonia. This response was 

clearly unsatisfactory to the Spanish Federation, as Catalan teams were forced out of Spanish 

leagues, and players were expelled from the Federation. This forced players into making a choice 

between Spanish and Catalan Federations. Such exclusion only cemented ties to the international 

sphere, as Catalan teams found that they could just as easily compete against French and Italian 

squads. Exclusion from Spanish leagues also reinforced a sense of separateness, and the FCR 
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began a Catalan league that strengthened a sense of shared identity. In forcing Catalan rugby to 

look at itself as a self-contained element of a European whole, rather than a region of Spain that 

happened to be more successful, a regionalist impulse became decidedly more autonomist, thanks 

to the repressive actions of Madrid and their repercussions.  

Once again, the new sporting organizations exhibited a desire to include a greater variety 

of classes than in traditional sport, as well as to add a national narrative to this cross class sport. 

This national popular sporting approach met with opposition from Madrid, but was demonstrably 

in line with the ERC’s policy in Barcelona. The result was a strengthening of links among 

Catalan civil society groups, and between these groups and the Catalan government, at the 

expense of links with Madrid.  

A different sort of cross class sporting foundation was the Mutual Esportiva de 

Catalunya (MEC), founded in 1932 by Dr Emili Moragas as a mutual aid society for injured 

athletes.382 Moragas was the founder and treasurer of the Sindicat de Metges de Catalunya, and 

consulted with the Generalitat as early as 1931 on the formation of a plan for the health and 

wellbeing of Catalan citizens, before Spain instituted its own national health system.  The notion 

of a healthcare system that promoted wellbeing, alongside treating illness, was extremely 

progressive at the time (indeed it still would be today), and represented a significant step in 

community relations and public health. As a doctor, a keen hockey, football and polo player and a 

member of the board of FC Barcelona, Moragas was uniquely placed to help in such matters. 

Alongside his interest in sport, Moragas published profusely on the intersection of sports and 

health, as well as on sports medicine and the treating of injured athletes.383 So respected was 
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383 Balius i Juli, Ramon. El Dr Emili Moragas I La Mutual Esportiva De Catalunya. Consell Català de 
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Moragas in the world of sports, that he was invited to speak to an Olympic congress in Berlin. 

Given the Civil War and the ERC’s opposition to the Berlin games, this talk never occurred.384  

The MEC was based on a long-standing Catalan tradition of mutual aid societies that provided a 

basic safety net for professionals who might fall ill or injured at work. As with all such societies, 

it required adherents to pay into its coffers, either as collective members through their clubs (all 

football clubs affiliated to the Federació Catalana de Futbol were required to join), or as 

individual “protectors” who paid a higher rate of 500 Pesos a year. This organization collectively 

brought together sports enthusiasts of different means, and had the support of elite and popular 

sports movements as well as the ERC.  Through organizing and adding expertise, sports gained a 

position as “serious” activites rather than merely “fun” diversions.  

 Not only the existence of the MES, but also its fundraising activities, gave sport a 

“serious” national message. The society was initially funded by two football games played in 

1932. The first occurred on the first anniversary of the proclaiming of the Republic, and featured 

a Catalan side playing against a Castilian team. 385 The second game was played in 1934 between 

Spain and Catalonia.  Funds from these games helped to pay for necessary treatment of injured 

players, and for a stipend in case of disability. The stipend amounted to a standard working class 

wage of 300 pesos a month for those fully disabled, and 150 for those partially incapacitated. By 

1936, there were over 6,500 members (of whom only 430 were professionals) .386 There was also 

a very clear national narrative to the sport that the MEC, like the other national federations, 

promoted. The games between Spain and Catalonia reinforced a narrative of fraternal conflict. 

The medical and legislative attention paid to sport shows the increasingly important role it played 
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in culture and identity. Sport in this period was awarded a “serious” status and this merited 

government attention and professionalization.  

Sports federations provided a crucial bridge between individuals and clubs and the 

national project. Through the various federations and bodies mentioned above, sporting 

participaton became a way to participate in Catalan civil society. Through participating in this 

civil society, the nation itself became a more real concept in the eyes of the various classes who 

made up the sports clubs, teams and federations.  

Collaborative Civil Society Projects 

The web of interconnectivity was also on display in elaborate collaborative projects that 

brought together the efforts of many of the organizations discussed so far. In particular, a plan 

called the Ciutat de Repos I Vacances (CRV), a proposed leisure and sport facility, highlighted 

both the ideals of the popular sport movement and the networks established across it.  Initially the 

project was part of the "Pla Macià", a government initiative that aimed to place Catalonia at the 

forefront of modern popular architectural trends, and to use architectural innovation to improve 

the lives of Catalan people.  Soon, it had lost the support of an underfunded government and, 

during the Second Biennium, it became the project of Catalan civil society. The Club Natació 

Barcelona, Palestra, Unió Catalana de Federacions Esportives (UCFE), Associació Protectora 

de l’Ensenyança Catalana (APEC), Ateneu Polytechnicum and the Ateneu Enciclopèdic Popular, 

alongside unions such as CADCI and the Federació d’Empleats Tècnics (FET), formed the initial 

council that took over the reins of the CRV project in 1933. Representatives from each group 

would attend meetings on the planning and progress of the project, and advocate for the interests 

of their constituents in the building of this new ideal city. The facility was to be planned by a 

group of progressive architects aligned with the  popular sport project and national ideals. This 

group called themselves the Grup d’Arquitectes i Tècnics Catalans per al Progrés de 

l’Arquitectura Contemporània (GATCPAC).  This grandiose plan to build a leisure resort and 
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sports facilities on the Garaff coastline was a solidification of the various connections between 

civil society groups and the ERC’s national project. Just as sport and education took on a 

markedly progressive and more open slant in this period, so did the very fabric of the city itself. 

Just as other forms of identity and national progress relied on civil society, so would this new 

effort to create a “perfect” new city.  

Far from being a commercial sporting and holiday facility of the type we see across the 

Garraff today, the CRV was a social project at heart. Through bringing together the various civil 

society groups, the CRV illustrated the connectivity between them as well as the ideals they 

shared. These ideals were of a cross class national identity that embraced different political and 

social groups, and which offered access to physical culture and sport to all.  The failure of the 

government to fund the project led to the formation of a co-operative between the architects, 

unions and sports clubs, which would continue the effort outside of government circles. This is an 

illustration of the ability of civil society to take on the roles of a state in a setting where (Catalan) 

state power and resources waxed and waned. Such a project was, as El Mundo Deportivo put it, 

"impossible for our [sports] federations to ignore," and indeed such federations were integral to 

its creation. This consultation of interested parties made the CRV somewhat unique; it was not 

just built by one body with sport or physical culture in mind, but designed by civil society 

organizations for their specific needs and those of the people they served.  

GATPAC were clearly wedded to the idea of popular sport, declaring in its own 

publication that “sport, fresh air, healthy lifestyle and perfect physical balance are, today, an 

unavoidable necessity for the masses... today there exists a need [for sporting facilities] but we do 

not have the means to satisfy it. This need is precisely what we must address in a rational and 

intelligent manner."387 Their proposed facility would include hotels, a spa for invalids, 
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educational facilities and 8km of beaches, as well as a plethora of sporting facilities. This was 

very much a product of the cultural “big tent” of republicanism, the ateneu movement, and the 

same ideology that propelled educational reform onto the political agenda in 1931.  The 

architectural plan called for provisions to be made for "tennis, football, rugby, hockey, basketball, 

baseball, cricket, swimming, athletics, water sports, Basque pelota, polo and golf as well as a 

stadium and velodrome and space for new sports fields.”388 The CRV’s facilities were 

unprecedented at the time, and would make most modern Olympic villages envious. Indeed, 

promotional posters featured images in circular frames, arranged to mimic the Olympic rings, 

strengthening the image of the classical heritage and competitive future of such projects.389 The 

sports available were varied, in both their class base and popularity. The idea of the CRV was for 

all classes to share in sports and culture (there were also facilities for education, culture and the 

arts, including two open air cinemas), and in doing so become more closely united. Thus, there 

were to be facilities for sports, such as tennis, that were normally bourgeois in their composition, 

alongside the familiar pools and football pitches that appealed to the working classes. Through 

the CRV, all social classes could pay a small membership fee and have access to high quality 

sports, which they would normally not have experienced. This shared space and funding would 

allow the Catalans to meet each other on the court and the field and to share a sense of fun as well 

as identity.  

The CRV was to be a truly utopian settlement, a vision of the ideal nation that Catalan 

civil society envisaged. The facility was to be organized democratically, with votes among the 

dues paying members when important decisions were to be taken. As such, it would serve as a 

beacon for change and progress and a school of democracy. What is of note is the integral role 

                                                                                                                                                                     

paréntesis de contacto directo con una atmósfera sana. Existe la necesidad, pero no los medios fáciles de 
satisfacerlas. Es preciso, pues, crearlos de una manera inteligente y racional “ “La Necesidad de La Vida Al 
Aire Libre.” Arquitectura Contemporánea, no. 7 (1932): 17. 
388 Pujols, Francesc. “Al Club Natació Barcelona.” Natació, February 1933. 
389 See Sauquet Llonch, Roger. “La Ciutat de Repòs I Vacances Del GATCPAC (1931-1938.” Universitat 
Politècnica de Catalunya, 2011. 
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played by sport and physical culture in this utopia. Leisure time was to be an integral part of the 

life of workers in the new city, and physical culture was integral in the new Catalan identity. This 

initial project would have been the example for many newly reconceived Catalan cities, each 

designed around quality housing, shared open spaces, and facilities to allow sport and leisure for 

the working classes. The idea was to provide a place for tired workers to spend their weekends 

and holiday periods in a manner beneficial to their health. The CRV served not just to encourage 

a cohesive national experience but also to teach the members of that nation the value, and 

practices, of popular democracy, and a citizenship that extended beyond the procedures of voting 

and into the practical elements of education and physical culture. It was, in every sense, an 

example of how physical culture and civil society would be a backbone of the future of Catalonia.  

 The CRV project is an excellent illustriation of the power of civil society to realize social 

policy through physical culture. The GATPAC was invested in the ERC’s project of bettering the 

lives of the people of the nation through cross class popular sport. Josep Lluis Sert was at the 

helm of GATCPAC and the nephew of Josep Maria Sert, a member of the board of the AEP. 

Through his connections to this left republican organization that prized intellectual and physical 

culture equally, Sert was well versed in the ideology behind this form of progressive architecture. 

Alongside Sert on the team designing the new city were Josep Torres Clavé and Francesc 

Fàbregas (both members of the Partit Socialista Unificat de Catalunya (PSUC), and Francesc 

Maspons i Anglasell (a Catalan jurist and leader of excursionist groups). These distinguished 

Catalan architects were joined in this project by “the Svengali of modernist urban technocratic 

utopias,”390 Charles-Édouard Jeanneret-Gris (better known as Le Corbusier). The CRV united 

technical experts and politicians, and was a project that could only exist thanks to the 

interconnected Catalan civil society.  

                                                        
390 Ealham, C. Class, Culture, and Conflict in Barcelona, 1898-1937. Routledge, 2005. 
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Le Corbusier and GATPAC wished to do away with the cheap and dangerous housing in 

the Raval and build a “new Barcelona”. This city would be defined by broad streets, which would 

allow the rapid movement of both workers and their products, and facilitate leisure as well as 

business. They were very much invested in both the national and popular goals of the ERC. The 

overall plan for a new city, named for the Catalan hero and president Macià, was certainly 

ambitious. The CRV would be joined to the city by a 15km motorway extension of the Corts 

Catalanes, allowing for easy, rapid access of all the inhabitants of Barcelona. There was also a 

proposed mass transport network that would extend the reach of the facilities to the surrounding 

counties, thus embracing more of the nation and allowing people from across Catalonia to meet at 

the CRV. The CRV would begin the creation of a “new Barcelona,” and simultaneously increase 

accessibility to facilities for those living outside the capital. The new Barcelona, and its 

institutions, would be part of a greater new Catalonia. It was hoped that, at the CRV, the citizens 

of this new Catalonia could grow healthier and come to perceive a stronger identity.   

The CRV brought together civil society and social goals to provide the necessary capital 

for success. The formidable civil society grouping behind the CRV provided for a total of 

800,000 potential socis through their members391. This was designed to be a co-operative 

organization along the lines of the ateneu moevemnt.  All members (or socis) would pay dues, 

either as individuals or through their affiliated organization as a "corporate member".  

Membership costs ranged from 100 pesetas in a one time annual payment, to a fee of just 3 

pesetas a month, depending on if one wished to support the construction of the CRV as a 

"founding member," or if one joined through another affiliated organization392.  A membership of 

just 3 pesetas a month was affordable to most working class Catalans. This model fit well with 

the idea of an accessible and cross-class national civil society in which all shared ownership and 

                                                        
391 This statistic is quote din Roland, Julie. “La Ciutat de Repòs i Vacances.” Mélanges de la Casa de 
Velázquez. Nouvelle série, no. 39–2 (November 15, 2009): 245–62. 
392 ibid 
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gave according to their ability. Facilities would be open to all citizens, but members would 

receive a 50% discount on booking and equipment rental fees, as well as first refusal when 

booking the facilities. The model was to have members book in groups through an affiliated club 

or union, reinforcing bonds within and among civil society groups. The CRV would take the elite 

model of the “country club,” and combine it with the accessibility and cross-class structure of the 

ateneu. Just as the ateneu had done with the library and the university, the CRV would bring 

leisure facilities into the popular world.  

The Media Connection and the Sports Press 

In addition to sport federations and cooperative projects, perhaps the most important 

element connecting the popular sports movement was the sporting press. Periodicals helped to 

sustain links between civil society groups, as well as to allow imagined participation in the 

popular sports movement by anyone who had access to this media. The press served as glue in 

Catalonia’s popular framework of connections that grew from popular sport. It was the ability to 

turn single events and groups into an overarching political and national discourse that made the 

Catalan sporting press so valuable to the national cause.  A proliferation of magazines, 

periodicals, bulletins and reviews can be found throughout the Catalan political and cultural 

landscape during the Second Republic, with 29 new publications founded during the short life of 

the Second Republic and over 150 in total circulating by 1939.393 An increase in literacy, decrease 

in costs of production, and a relaxation of censorship during the Republic, helped to boost this 

growth. While the sports media had been present before the Republic, its adoption of a popular 

national message was a creation and consequence of the ERC’s assumption of power. Pujadas’ 

study of the sports press394 exhaustively catalogues the changes in the Catalan sporting media 

both before and during the Second Republic. Through mapping his quantitative work onto the 
                                                        
393 Figueres, Josep Maria. "Notes sobre un segle de revistes i diaris esportius." Annals del periodisme 
català 20 (1992). 
394 Pujadas, Xavier, and Carles Santacana i Torres. L’esport és Notícia: Història de La Premsa Esportiva a 
Catalunya (1880-1992). Diputació de Barcelona, 1997. 
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ideological discourse of the ERC, the nation and the cross-class ideals of popular sport, we gain 

valuable perspective on the expansion and change in tone of the Catalan sporting media.  

With the arrival of the Second Republic and its associated popular sports movement the 

content of these publications altered to reflect new sporting, and Catalan, realities. Sports media 

carried reports of sporting events across the nation, and brought news of popular sports from the 

capital to these satellite cities. Through this process, the nation could be brought together and 

constituted as the natural boundary for community. Local events were held and reported upon in 

the counties that made up Catalonia, and then athletes traveled to Barcelona for national 

championships and multi sport events.395 News, reports, and a sense of identity travelled back via 

the experience of the athletes and the reports of the press. Soon, reports of multi sport events for 

popular, as well as elite, athletes were common in the provincial press. The structure of the press 

and competition aided the movement in influencing the nation as a whole, rather than just the 

urban areas of its capital.  

The sports press contributed to the nationalization of sports, both elite and popular, 

during the Second Republic. While many publications continued to merely report the results of 

elite events, a significant number began to combine the idea of popular nationalism based in the 

ERC’s ideology with sporting messages. These publications first grew under Primo de Rivera’s 

censorship as a safer and more sustainable platform from which to criticize the regime and 

support the nation. Later, the politics of the Republican left and the increased social reach of sport 

found their voice in publications that aligned themselves with the growing popular sports 

movement.  

Elite sport reporting could also contribute to the spread of national identity. Through the 

creation of heroes, Catalan values were mapped onto Catalan athletes through the Catalan sports 

media. While this type of sport cannot embrace the whole population of a nation as participants, it 

                                                        
395 “Campionats Infantils de Reus.” La Publicitat, July 19, 1930 
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can serve in creating "ideal types" and heroes for those citizens. Catalans could gather to watch 

their representatives compete and conceive of the ideal Catalan. The heroes of this period, such as 

the champion cyclist Marian Cañardo, were often working class athletes. These heroes were 

prized for their tough demeanor and hard work, as well as their achievement. As such, they 

represented exemplary Catalans for those of every political stripe and socioeconomic class. 

Teams and individuals were often said to display “Seny” and “Rauxa,” which were held to be 

characteristics of the Catalan nation. Through mapping these ideal characteristics onto the perfect 

bodies of the nation’s athletes, the press was able to create the image of the ideal Catalan. While 

this individual may never have existed, the construction of these ideals in the media helped to 

teach people how to move closer to them in their own lives 

In addition to many elite sport based publications that may have relayed the results of 

popular sporting events, there were several publications that specialized in promoting and 

discussing the links between sport, republicanism, democracy and Catalanism.396  Through their 

creation of a national discourse based in local events, what would have been individual 

manifestations became a national movement through the theoretical foundations and linkages 

provided by the press. Although this writing began in an atmosphere of repression before the 

Republic, the same tools were useful for engaging citizens in a more open political climate. 

Popular sporting publications were more inclined to encourage participation and identity, rather 

than merely reporting on excellence. La Rambla reported in 1931 that athletes were taking elected 

offices, and that a sense of a sporting mission for the city and the nation was emerging as part of 

their sportsmanship and team spirit.397 Later publications were more explicit in their linking of 

Catalan national goals with sport. Trabal, writing in La Raca, went out of his way to remind 

readers that the overall goal of popular sport was the physical and moral betterment of the Catalan 

                                                        
396 Among these we find Culturasport (1936), Catalunya Atletica (1933), Cultural Gimnastica Deportiva 
(1936), La Raça (1922), La Rambla (1930) and Xut! (1922).  
397 Ayami i Baudina, L. “El Triomf de La República.” La Rambla, April 20, 1931. 
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nation and the teaching of citizenship, not victory or mastery of any particular sport.398 La 

Rambla referred to the “sporting masses” as a whole and the sense of patriotic energy that they 

found in the new Republic.399 Through reading these publications, people could participate in the 

popular sports movement and tie themselves into the web of Catalan civil society.  

Increasingly such media became the site for a debate on sports and physical culture, and 

their value for society in general, and education in particular. These publications were integral in 

the dissemination of the message that sports had pedagogical and practical value. They dedicated 

editorials to discussions of the “problem of physical education” and ways that incorporating 

physical culture into education could strengthen cooperation and shared Catalan identity. A key 

proponent of popular sports in the media, even before the Republic, was La Rambla, owned by 

Josep Sunyol and one of the more widely read sports publications in the Second Republic. It 

carried the subtitle Esport i Ciutadania, making its ideology clear to readers from the outset. 

Catalunya Atletica of December 1933 drew comparisons between Catalonia and ancient Greece, 

and argued that, through physical culture as much as intellectual improvement, Catalonia could 

enjoy a Grecian “golden age.”400 

Despite many such publications sharing a similar market, they did not engage in 

aggressive competition. Instead, they together cooperated in the spirit of a popular sporting 

sphere. By carrying reproductions of speeches at opening ceremonies alongside reports of events, 

the popular message became as integral to sports events as the result. The addition of ideology to 

sports reporting, and the concurrent emergence of an ideological sports press, shows an increase 

in the reciprocal impact of ideology on physical culture and physical culture on ideologues.  

                                                        
398 “Abans de tot, son ciutadans de Catalunya que estimem l’esport, com a únic mitjà de enfortir (física i 
moralment), la nostra raça”. Josep Antoni Trabal. La Raça, December 26, 1922. 
399 “la massa esportiva catalana sent amb tota intensitat la vibració ciutadana i patriotica que ens  ha dut la 
victoria.” Ayami i Baudina, L. “El Triomf de La República.” La Rambla, April 20, 1931. 
400 Medina, Artur. “Esport I Cultura.” Cataluna Atletica, December 1933. 
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Through their popular and national slant, these magazines could impact how those who engaged 

with sport through the press saw sport.  

Case Study: Culturasport  

The periodical Culturasport presents an excellent example of a popular sport publication 

that promoted the social and national role that physical culture played during the Second 

Republic. The magazine grew out of the popular sport movement and published its first editions 

in 1936.  From the outset, Culturasport defined its goals as “the propagation of culture and sport, 

in its different forms, as a way of remedying the situation of the needy.”401 The magazine was 

based in the working class neighbourhood of La Barceloneta. The area was home to the city’s 

largest ironworks and often-considerable outbreaks of tuberculosis, cementing its credentials as in 

need of public health initiatives for the less well off workers.402  Along with being the “place 

where champions lived,”403 the area was home to several rent strikes, often cited as examples of 

working class disaffection with the “republic of order”. However, as Ealham argues in his study 

of politics in working class Barcelona, the rhetoric and goals of these strikes showed examples of 

cross class thinking. Strikers did not demand rents so low that they were not profitable; rather 

they asked for a 40% reduction, which, they argued, would allow a 6-17% profit for the property 

owners.404 This was seen as a fair compromise for all parties. It was in this context of interclass 

relations that popular sport could serve a vital role in bridging divides, promoting mutual 

understanding and deepening shared identity.  

The offices of Culturasport were based in the Biblioteca Cultural i Esportiva Avanti, 

essentially a Communist ateneu. The sharing of space serves to illustrate the intermingling of 

various organizations in the popular sporting world. Culturasport did not explicitly cite 

                                                        
401 “a propagar la cultura i l'esport en les seves diferents fasses, una part i la part restant a remejar la 
situacio economica de las families mancades” “Els Nostres Proposits.” Culturasport, June 13, 1936. 
402 “A Ursus.” Solidaridad Obrera, April 28, 1931. 
403 Nagueroles, V. “La Barceloneta, Viver de Campions.” Culturasport, June 13, 1936. 
404 Ealham, C. Class, Culture, and Conflict in Barcelona, 1898-1937. Routledge, 2005. 
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Communist or Marxist theory in its writings, preferring a more interclass left-republican approach 

to sports and physical culture. The maritime location of the area provided employment for a large 

proportion of workers but also a mix of the various classes, and the position of Culturasport 

reflected this.  The combination of popular sport and identity, along with this proximity, would 

allow the classes to reach something of an understanding. Integral to this goal were the facilities 

and ideologies that allowed them to come together through sport and physical culture and to 

better know and understand each other. Culturasport’s editorial position made clear its political 

beliefs and the role it saw for sport. Priced at only 20 cents, the magazine was accessible and 

aimed to “struggle for the promotion of sport and physical culture”405 in its neighbourhood and 

further afield.  

 One editorial in particular summed up Culturasport’s position. It argued that many of the 

working classes wished to participate in sport, and would benefit from doing so both physically 

and mentally. The magazine lamented the definition of each man by his job, and the physical and 

cultural disabilities this placed upon workers, while it yearned for a more complete citizenship in 

the model long advanced by the popular sport movement.406 This desire was hampered by a lack 

of resources, organization and economic protection. Culturasport cited the popular sport 

movement as the solution to these issues, and as a way to fulfill the demand from the “working 

public” for access to sport.407 Alongside articles on the definition of popular sport, the weekly 

publication carried articles on theater, science, poetry and mathematical puzzles, as well as a 

children’s page and an “ode to the fatherland.”408 Culturasport was clearly a publication designed 

to spread the influence of sport and physical culture, alongside other cultural forms, with the goal 

of bettering the situation of the Catalan popular classes. It came from a neighbourhood where 

                                                        
405 “salutacio” Culturasport, June 13, 1936. 
406 “construim´Culturasport, June 13, 1936. 
407 “una manca de mitjans” Rafael Garcia. “Esport Popular.” Culturasport, June 13, 1936. 
408 Arribau, BC “Oda a la Patria” Culturasport, June 13, 1936. 
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cross class ideology existed, where the working classes were very much represented in sports, and 

it encapsulated the thinking behind the popular sport movement.  

The Sports Press outside of Barcelona  

The concentration of sporting media was highest in areas traditionally associated with a 

strong Catalan identity. Pujadas reports that 13.1% of the regional sports papers could be found in 

Tarragona and the immediate region, with a further 13.1% in the surrounding Baix Camp409. 

There was a significant role played by the sports media in promulgating popular sport theory and 

techniques outside of Barcelona.  Methods of instruction and techniques of practice were 

commonplace in specialist magazines, such as Gimnàstica, and later in more general publications, 

including La Vanguardia and La Veu de Catalunya410. Regional publications provided detailed 

diagrams and explanations of sports training and methodologies, alongside reporting of sports 

from Barcelona and the locality. Through these written lessons, sports educators in these less 

densely populated areas, who were not able to attend the courses put on by popular sports bodies 

such as the AEFC or CCEP, could master the basics of sports instruction. It was through the 

media that reports of athletic practice and events such as the “campionats infantils” in Reus 

influenced young people from across the class spectrum and brought them together through 

sport.411 Detailed diagrammatic explanations allowed these instructors to teach gymnastics412, 

hurdles413 or swimming414 to young people outside of Barcelona. In spreading sports pedagogy 

                                                        
409 Pujadas, Xavier, and Carles Santacana i Torres. L’esport És Notícia: Història de La Premsa Esportiva a 
Catalunya (1880-1992). Diputació de Barcelona, 1997. 
410 “Gimnasia. Concurso de Ejercicios Gimnásticos de La Academia de Educación Física de Cataluña.” La 
Vanguardia, July 22, 1934. 
J., Batista, J. M., Bosch, R., Folguera, M., Garí, J., Guardiola, and ... Trabal J. A. “L’obra d’Educació 
Fisica Popular.” La Veu de Catalunya, April 3, 1930. 
411 “Campionats Infantils de Reus.” La Publicitat, July 19, 1930. 
412 Soler, Joan. “Consideracions Sobre Educació Física.” Nosaltres Sols, January 16, 1932. 
http://mdc2.cbuc.cat/cdm/ref/collection/nosaltres/id/75. 
413 Lewden, Pierre. “Les Curses de Tanques.” Cataluna Atletica, December 1933. 
 
414 “Club Natacio Reus Ploms.” La Cruz, Diario Catolico, April 28, 1932. 
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and theory as well as practice, the press aimed to improve the health of individuals and the shared 

experience of the nation.     

Many magazines also carried reports of the practice of sports abroad415 for the 

improvement of sports practice at home. This served the purposes of the popular sports 

movement, as well as the Popular Front that came later. Foreign sports were assessed in terms of 

their value in creating a “balanced athlete,” and their ability to develop the physique of the 

participant. The goal of the introduction of new sports and of physical education was to improve 

the health of the “body of the nation” through exercises that enhanced the musculature and health 

of the individual, in line with popular sports discourse. They also reported foreign records and 

results, in the spirit of fostering a shared identity among “brother athletes”416 from around the 

world.  Analysis and reportage of events put on by aligned sporting bodies, such as the French 

Fédération sportive et gymnique du Travail (FSGT), allowed the readers to feel connected to 

their fellow workers across Europe through sport. In addition to reporting on far flung events, 

there was an explanation and investigation of sports, which could be added to those practiced in 

Catalonia, along with instructions on how these should be practiced (complete with illustrations), 

and on the best way to coach potential athletes.417 Through their international reporting, and 

communication with foreign periodicals, the sports press helped sport to serve as foreign policy 

and Catalans to feel more connected to the rest of Europe and perhaps less reliant on Madrid. This 

international sporting civil society reinforced the notion of Catalan autonomy and European 

belonging.  

  As well as interesting themselves in the methods of sports practice abroad, these 

publications also carried discussions of sporting, and national, culture in other nations.  This 

                                                        
415 Ral, Joaquim. “La Gimnàstica a Alemanya.” Gimnastica, 1934, num1:1 edition. 
 
416 “Editorial.” Cataluna Atletica, September 1933. 
 
417 Garcia, Guerau. “Les Proves de Forcat.” Cataluna Atletica, December 1933. 
Lewden, Pierre. “Les Curses de Tanques.” Ibid. 
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made it seem more obvious that Catalan sporting culture reflected positively on the nation as a 

whole. An article on the Olympic games noted that the British had a tendency to “applaud their 

athletes whether they finished first or last”, displaying an appreciation for fair play and 

sportsmanship.  The British fascination with sportsmanlike behavior was said to be a fault of the 

nation’s approach to training. It was claimed that preparation was more focused on “sporting 

education,” as opposed to  “specific preparation,” and thus formed character before it formed 

successful competitors. The British preoccupation with the purity of the record performance 

changed the nature of their competition from “man to man” to man against the clock, reflecting 

their focus on timeless sporting excellence, rather than the more petty concern of competing 

against the others present on the day. Such discussion allowed for the popular sports movement to 

posit that sports and national character went hand in hand, and that the former could be used to 

shape the latter. Alongside the discussion of national cultural characteristics, the relative physical 

ability of different nations in endurance and sprint events was discussed in eugenic terms. The 

“Yankees” were said to be increasingly technique focused in their preparation, and this 

excessively scientific approach was seen to come at the detriment of their ability to “battle” 

through endurance races. Other physiological traits were attributed to various nations, 

predisposing them to certain events.418 These discussions of achievement and instruction in sport 

outside of Catalonia helped to constitute a world in which sports allowed the Catalan to fit into an 

international sphere, and in which their sporting leadership in Iberia reflected positively on their 

national traits.  

Sports in the General Media  

During the Second Republic, there was also an increased level of support and discussion 

of the popular sporting movement in the more general media. This combination of sports and 

                                                        
418 ”el public Angles aplaudeix gairebe amb el mateix entusiasme tos els seus representants” Serrahima, 
Joan. “Jocs Olimpics.” Ibid. 
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politics, as opposed to reporting of elite events, was at the heart of popular sport and had the 

support of Catalan popular media.  Often popular general publications, with a longer history419 

and a broader focus than the sporting press, allocated column inches to the popular sport 

movement.  La Publicitat, a principal organ of intellectual Catalan identity, carried extensive 

reports on the building of the stadium in Montjuïc, and outlined its value as part of the exposition 

and in the future as part of the nation’s sporting infrastructure.  The sporting elements of the 

exposition were, in the eyes of these journalists, every bit as valid as the economic and cultural 

spectacles, and the editorial stance reinforced the value of popular sport and sporting facilities for 

the nation.  The newspaper stated the value of the stadium as a way of introducing the world to 

Catalan sports, and as a way of furthering the cause of popular physical culture after the events 

had passed.420  

Alongside editorials supporting the infrastructure of popular sports, many of these 

publications brought together the political and physical culture discourse. As such, these 

publications were crucial in spreading the scope of popular sports beyond those with an existing 

interest in social policy or physical culture and sport. This was especially important for groups 

which came to embrace sports during the Republic. The readers of  the anarchist paper “Soli”, for 

example, gradually came to see sports as part of their political world and not a guilty pleasure. It 

was only through the debate on, reconciliation with, and subsequent promotion of, sport as a 

means of sustaining identity and appealing to the working classes that the libertarians could come 

to the popular sports movement. It was as much the ideological discourse in the press as the 

crowds on the terraces that persuaded the libertarian left of the benefits of popular sport for 

                                                        
419 These included la Publicitat (1923), La Vanguardia (1881), el Diluvio (1879), el Correo Catalan (1876), 
El Día Gráfico (1913), el Socialista (1886), Solidaridad Obrera (1907), l’Opinio (1928) and La Nau (1927). 
Founded by Rovira I Virgili La Nau, gave birth to a sports supplement, La Nau dels Esports, which served 
as the springboard for La Rambla. Both Josep Sunyol and Lluís Aymamí began at L Nau and moved across 
to La Rambla. 
 
420 “L’esport a La Exposicio.” La Publicitat, July 9, 1930. 
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identity as well as health. Those who were preoccupied with politics would have been unlikely to 

entertain the notion of sports as a part of the political world, were it not for the publications which 

inserted it into their consciousness by moving sport from the back pages to the front. Through the 

adoption of popular sports in the political press, the reach of both sports and politics was 

increased.  

Often, articles focused not on the sports themselves, but on what the sports represented 

for the popular government and people of Catalunya. La Publicitat carried a speech by Josep 

Sunyol, in an article entitled “Esport I Ciutadania.”421 In reproducing Sunyol’s speech, La 

Publicitat made its support of the ideas of the owner of La Rambla, along with his editorial stance 

on popular sport, democracy, and the nation obvious to its readers.422 La Publicitat reinforced 

Sunyol’s discourse on the value of  “the strength of the relationship between sport and 

citizenship, between the stadium and the street, between athletes and citizens… [Which can 

prepare] athletes to take to the streets with the ideals, muscles and motivation to fight in the 

definitive battle for liberty and for Catalonia.”423 The articles on sport promoted a more balanced 

approach to physical culture, which would allow for citizens to form balanced and healthy bodies, 

rather than to prejudice performance over wellbeing.  The spread of this discourse again 

constituted popular sports as a key part of everyday experience, and took the press from being an 

extension of spectating to an extension of participating.  

Conclusions 

The Catalan popular sports movement both created and strengthened a cross class Catalan 

identity that was growing out of the political world and increasingly becoming part of the cultural 

                                                        
421 “Esport I Ciutadania.” La Publicitat, August 31, 1930. 
 
422 Both publications were supporters of Acció Catalana. 
 
423 “aquesta estrem relacio entre l'esport i la ciutadana, entre l'estadi i el carrer, entre els atletes i els 
ciutadans" . "els esportius ... que poden donar, al carrer, amb els muscles i amb els ideals a l'anima, la 
batalla definitiva... Per Catalunya i per la llibertat". “Esport I Ciutadania.” La Publicitat, August 31, 1930. 
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one. Through the web of civil society organizations studied above, individual manifestations 

became a movement and different classes became a nation.   Civil society was the basis on which 

the Catalan republican government could quickly build and grow its ideals among groups who 

had previously not identified with its national or ideological stance. National leagues, events and 

publications facilitated the imagining of a community within the confines of Catalonia’s borders. 

People came to know their fellow Catalans through competition, and national links were much 

easier to perceive if one travelled around Catalonia, or shared a pitch, pool or even a paper with 

one’s fellow Catalans.   

Sport was an important tool in increasing understanding between the classes who made 

up the nation that the ERC was promoting. It was not just sports that grew in Catalonia, but the 

popular sports movement, and with it the concept of a progressive, republican and cross class 

Catalan identity.  Although the libertarian left was initially hostile, the success of popular sport 

was so great that they could not ignore the fact that it had a huge amount of influence on all 

classes of Catalan society. As class groups came to encounter each other through sport, promoters 

hoped that conflict decreased between them and a cross class identity was built. What is 

important for the historian of the nation is not that sports grew; this was a common occurrence 

across Europe at the time. Rather, it is of note that the sporting organizations outlined above each 

carried an ideological, national and cross class message.  Sports organizations mirrored the vision 

of the popular nation in the way they brought classes together and organized along democratic 

lines. Their inclusivity, and its limits, closely mirrored that of the ERC and the Catalan republican 

left. As such they served as an important recruiting tool for the ERC’s idea of the nation and 

offered an experience of citizenship for those who were becoming part of a popular and 

democratic Catalonia.  

For sports fans and popular athletes, reading the same sporting media helped to constitute 

the boundaries of the Catalan nation and cement connections within it. The editorial content and 
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articles in the popular sport media helped to contextualize, order, and explain the sporting world 

in national and political terms. Through the discourse in the press, sports gained a meaning 

outside of exercise and competition.  Through organizations such as the ateneus, unions and 

sports clubs like the CNB, people were able to access a sporting environment which could make 

them feel more Catalan and Catalonia feel like an obvious nation.  

The pooling of sports resources and expertise to ensure equal access was a key factor in 

the success of this sporting movement and the creation of a unified civil society.   It was through 

civil society that many came to the popular sports movement. Through a unified civil society 

rather than individual entities, the movement could bring classes together. Through organizations 

with goals beyond sporting excellence, the participants in the movement learned and perceived a 

shared national and progressive identity. While motivations for participating in the sports 

movement varied from “strengthening the nation,” to competition and the perfection of young 

bodies, the goals paralleled and reinforced those of the democratic and Catalanist government 
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Chapter 4.  

Breakaway Nations, the Volta a Catalunya and Bicycle Stage Racing as a Means of 

Creating Catalan Identity 

Introduction 

When the twentieth century was only a decade old and bicycle stage racing was as new 

and exciting as Formula One is today, a small group of 34 men dressed in wool and on heavy 

steel bicycles flinched in Barcelona’s cold January dawn. Ahead of them lay over 362km of roads 

from Barcelona to Lleida via the Roman capital of Iberia, Tarragona. Some of the roads they 

would travel were paved, others barely farm tracks. The riders would brave freezing rain and 

biting wind as well as the steep slopes and high speed descents of Catalonia’s mountainous 

interior.  The finishers would compete for a cash purse of 975 pesetas.424 Perhaps the greater prize 

would be the adoration of the people living in the towns and villages they passed through and the 

chance to travel across Europe racing their bicycles in the name of their country. These men were 

not middle class tourists but, for the most part, working class cycling enthusiasts who had taken 

time away from their daily labours to try their luck and test their legs against the best that cycling 

had to offer.   Following closely in the footsteps of the Tour de France (which began in 1903) and 

the Tour of Italy (first disputed in 1909) the 1911 Volta a Catalunya aimed to install itself in the 

pantheon of European cycling’s “grand tours”.  In doing so it would integrate Catalonia into 

Europe’s modern future and cycling into Catalan national identity.  

Of all the sports, cyclig was particulairly amenable to national narratives. Cycling 

appealed to all classes, the working classes uses bicycles as transport and the priveleged classes 

as a means of exercise and leisure. Bicycle races also allowed for highly visible struggles with a 

good chance of success for Catalan athletes. Bike racing was also seen as both modern and 

                                                        
424 “La XIV Volta a Catalunya, Gran Premi Generalitat.” L’Opinio. September 4, 1932. 
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technologically advanced. Cycling allowed Catalan elites to define the nation and to embrace new 

migrants and classes. It also allowed this growing body of Catalans to define how the rest of the 

world saw them. The course of the race could also serve the function “beating the bounds” of the 

nation, that is to say defining its border. Not only could the Volta draw a line around the edge of 

Catalonia, but also provide links between town and country and between people and historical 

sites. The Volta was at once a way of expressing, performing and constituting the nation at home 

and abroad.  

This chapter highlights the Volta a Catalunya serves as a valuable illustration of several 

of the key arguments of this work. Notably it demonstrates the interaction between a civil society 

movement that the ERC supported, and which in turn supported the ERC with an explicit cross 

class nationalist narrative. The Volta also shows the ability of sport to create national heroes and 

ideal types, as well as to bring spectators together through shared experience. The race itself also 

served to bring competitors from other nations to Catalonia, and to “brand” Catalonia for an 

international audience. Finally, the race exemplified the desire for Catalans to lead Spain, but also 

revealed the tensions this desire elicited in conglicts between the Volta and the Vuelta a España.  

The combination of these factors made the race a valuable asset in creating national identity and 

makes it an ideal case in the study of sports and national identity.  

The History of Cycling 

For as long as there has been cycling, there has been writing about cycling. This began 

with the contemporary press, which used cycling races to increase circulation. The daily races, 

with their epic narrative, made the perfect tool for a growing sports press. Heroes and villains 

were in rich supply, and this made the sport a favourite among those writing on celebrity and 
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morality as well on sport.425 The physiological demands of the sport attracted training and 

medical literature, as well as tactical advice for aspiring racers.  Despite this rich cycling cannon, 

there has been a neglect of the sport, on the part of academics in general, and historians in 

particular. Even among historians of sport, very little has been written on cyclesport for the vast 

majority of the twentieth century. Endurance sport in general has received little in the way of 

attention when compared to the more commonly studied spectator friendly ball sports and 

stadium athletics. A number of reasons can be posited for this. Spectators and sponsors have 

always flocked towards the more lucrative stadium sports. Any sport which can be confined in a 

stadium, where the audience can be charged for watching, offers a much more compelling 

economic prospect than a sport covering city streets, mountain passes and wild forests. These 

stadium sports have grown to be more popular in the developed economies, and today represent 

massive industries across the world. The millions of fans and huge amounts of money involved 

make the more popular stadium sports obvious subjects for study. While this relative paucity of 

writing on endurance sports is entirely understandable, given the relative lack of economic and 

media value, there is still much to be learned from the study of the more peripatetic and less 

commercial sports.  

Cycling itself has seen little in the way of historical or theoretical work. Biographies of 

great cyclists have been written, but they tend to reflect more on the individual and the sport than 

on the role these played in the history of the nations that they helped form.426   Roland Barthes 

                                                        
425 Fotheringham’s Excellent Biography of Coppi reveals how his role in Italian culture was as much a 
morality play as a figure of purely physical prowess Fotheringham, William. Fallen Angel: The Passion of 
Fausto Coppi. London: Yellow Jersey, 2009. 

426 Fotheringham’s works are excellent examples of such biographies, they offer an in depth account of the 
character and formation of many of cycling’s greats. 

 Fotheringham, William. Fallen Angel: The Passion of Fausto Coppi. London: Yellow Jersey, 2009. 

———. Merckx: Half Man, Half Bike. London: Yellow Jersey Press, 2012. 
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has contributed to the philosophical discourse on the sport, adding his existential philosophy to 

the commentary and narrative on the races.427  Christopher Thompson’s excellent social history of 

the Tour de France428 stands apart from this general neglect, as an example of the value of such 

work in the historical canon. Alongside these academic writings, there are several notable 

journalistic histories of Europe’s major races. Foot’s recent addition to the cycling library 

chronicles the history of cycling’s “golden era” in Italy and succinctly sums up the role of cycling 

in making the myth of a nation. He notes that it is not so much the results of the race as “the 

endless retelling of a story: a myth which became part of the nation's history of itself," which 

gives the sport such value in the creation of identity.429 With a focus on Spain, both Fanon and 

Bell and Lopez have written commendable histories of the Vuelta a España, with the latter 

bringing the rigor of academia to a publication intended for a broader audience.430 As the varying 

approaches to writing about cycling show, it is between the science of human performance, the 

myth of creating heroes, the identity created by fans and the use of the race to market a nation that 

the Volta a Catalunya proved itself to be a uniquely beneficial tool for the Catalan state.  

Bicycle racing began in 1868 in the Parc St Cloud in Paris, and entered the Olympics in 

1896 in Athens, during a period in which cyclesport was growing rapidly in popularity 

throughout Europe and the USA. Just prior to these games, the sport’s governing body in Spain, 

                                                                                                                                                                     

———. Put Me Back on My Bike: In Search of Tom Simpson. London: Yellow Jersey, 2002. 

427 Barthes, Roland. “The Tour de France as Epic.” The Eiffel Tower and Other Mythologies, 1979, 79–90. 

428 Thompson, C. S. The Tour de France: A Cultural History. Univ of California Pr, 2008 

429 Foot, John. Pedalare! Pedalare!: A History of Italian Cycling. London: Bloomsbury, 2012. 

430 Somewhat confusingly both share the same title: 

 Fallon, Lucy, and Adrian Bell. Viva La Vuelta!. Norwich: Mousehold Press, 2005. 

López, Bernat. Viva La Vuelta! 1935-2013. 2nd ed. Barcelona: Cultura Ciclista, 2014. 
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the Union Velocepedia Espanola (UVE), was founded in 1895.431 Cycling allowed for 

quantifiable international competition and “record performances” over various fixed distances 

and around the newly developed banked velodromes. Crowds would flock to see these records 

established.432  In 1900, the Union Cycliste International (UCI), cycling’s governing body, 

established a governance structure based on national organizations, and kept a count of the 

growing number of place to place and distance records. Through “placeless”433 records, such as 

the one hour distance record, benchmarks were set internationally and competition could occur 

despite competitors being spread around the globe. Such quantified cycling allowed the 

comparison of performances between nations and individuals. As a result it could serve as an 

international meeting place and proving ground, in an era when nations were growing more aware 

of the world around them, and where war and conflict had placed a premium on physical fitness 

in young men.  However cycling also served to bring nations to each other’s home terrain, and in 

doing so, assigned a higher value to “place” than the more sterile and stadium based record 

performances common in athletics and swimming, which were also popular at the time.  Road 

races took place throughout the landscapes that made up each nation, and the role of the land and 

the landscape made this form of cycling unique. The protagonists of these races were the 

parcours as much as the peloton. 434 

Cycling and national identity have had a long history of synergies. Across Europe, 

entrepreneurs in the press sought to unite newly emerging nations through national races. As the 

                                                        
431 European Symposium on Language for Special Purposes, Calvi, Maria Vittoria, and Luisa Chierichetti, 
eds. Nuevas Tendencias En El Discurso de Especialidad. Bern; Oxford: Peter Lang, 2006. 

432 “El Italiano Olmo Bate El ‘Record’ Mudinal de La Hora.” La Vanguardia. miercoles   N0viembre 1933. 

433 Bale, J. Sports Geography. Routledge, 2003. 

434 A cycling term used to mean a racecourse and terrain it covers. The “peloton” refers to the group of 
cyclists who compete in a given race. If the race breaks into many groups the main part of the field is 
referred to as the peloton. Those ahead of the peloton are the “breakaway” or “escape” and those behind the 
“gruppetto” or “autobus” 
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nation grew into a living political construct, it became an important part of the sports and media 

world, and this was reflected in races and the teams competing in them.  Beginning with Henri 

Desgrange’s brilliant use of a bicycle race around France to reinvigorate his ailing publication, 

l’Auto, in 1903, cycling soon added several national tours to its growing repository of races.  

Following the creation of the Tour de France in 1904, Italy’s Gazzetta dello sport promoted the 

first Giro d’Italia in 1909. Both of these nations, like Catalonia, were experiencing 

industrialization and a rapid change from previous pastoral lifestyles.  Using stadium sports to 

unite rural workers, the proletariat and the urban bourgeois was not easy when stadia were often 

confined to big cities, and rural areas lacked the transport infrastructure to bring agricultural 

labourers with barely enough money to feed themselves into the city to watch a game. However, 

cycling, by its nature a mobile sport given to rural routes and mountain roads, was the perfect 

vessel for a more truly national sporting event.  

It was not only the established European states which embraced cyclesport, but also those 

nations seeking to make a claim to a nationhood which remained unrecognized by the trappings 

of a state. In 1912, Flanders hosted the first championship of Flanders, which a year later became 

the Ronde van Vlaanderen (Tour of Flanders). This use of cyclesport to announce and perform a 

national identity that lay within a different state must have been noted in Catalonia. The tiny 

nation of Flanders, with its cold winds, hard winters, doggedly working class population and bone 

shaking cobbles seemed an odd location for a bicycle race. But, to this day, the nation remains 

captivated by cyclesport, and independentist Flandrian flags can be seen at every major race from 

California to China. Cycling and nationalism were both on the rise at the start of the twentieth 

century, and in many cases they enjoyed a synergistic relationship. This applied to nations within 

states as well as those that constituted states.  
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The Origins and History of the Volta 

The Volta recently celebrated its hundredth anniversary ,and did so as a fixture of the 

world tour, cycling’s highest level of competition. Since 1911, it has become a mainstay of both 

the Catalan sporting calendar and the international cycling calendar, with the peloton composed 

of Spanish, Catalan, Basque, French, Italian, British, Russian, Kazakh, US and Belgian teams. 

Each year the race has occurred, it has grown in its profile and its support base. Today fans flock 

from far afield and tune in to live video feeds to witness the racers scaling the cold and forbidding 

mountains of the Catalan interior and flying along the sunlit coasts. As the Volta has grown, it has 

brought the world to Catalonia and sold Catalonia to the world.  

The first Volta a Catalunya was run by Barcelona’s Club Deportivo under the initiative 

of Narcis Masferrer and directed by Miguel Artemán, a keen cyclist and journalist who  wrote in 

Masferrer’s publications.435  It followed in the footsteps of the first stage race in Spain, the 1908 

Volta a Tarragona. The Volta a Catalunya followed the same format as the national tours of 

France and Italy which preceded it; the race began and ended in a city where the sponsoring 

newspaper was headquartered, and took place over several stages with the winner being the rider 

with the lowest accumulated time. Unlike the other two national tours, the press supported the 

race but it was a private initiative. The first Volta excluded foreign competition, but made clear 

its intent to grow into an international race and to encompass all of Spain. Masferrer’s El Mundo 

Deportivo was certainly not concerned with hiding its bias in regards to the event, proclaiming 

the first Volta as the “beginning of a new and happy epoch of prosperity for national 

cyclesport.”436 By 1912, the race had eclipsed all others in the peninsula and been granted the title 

of Spanish national championship. 

                                                        
435 López, Bernat. “The Failed Vuelta Ciclista a España of 1913 and the Launching of the Volta a 
Catalunya (1911–1913): Centre Versus Periphery in the Struggle for the Governance of Cycling in Early 
Twentieth-Century Spain.” Sport in History 30, no. 4 (2010): 547–69. 

436 El Mundo Deportivo, October 20, 1910. 
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Masferrer would go on to assume the title of Chairman of the Unión Velocipédica 

Española (UVE) and attempt to promote a tour of Spain. While squabbling between Madrid and 

Barcelona at the UVE would mean that it took a further two decades for Masferrer’s dream of a 

tour of Spain to be realized, Catalonia would continue its own path to progress unencumbered. 

The Catalan race seamlessly inserted itself into a narrative of Catalan modernity and progress, 

leading the way for Madrid and other provinces of Spain to follow.  

The Volta continued intermittently in the decades following its first edition. The First 

World War and associated economic depression halted the race after 1913, and only the 1920 

edition of the race was disputed between 1914 and 1923. A “lamentable” drop in the quality of 

peninsular cycling437 occurred, without international competition on this level to stimulate and 

challenge the local riders. However, from 1923 onwards the race came under the control of the 

Unió Esportiva Sants (UES) and Ramon Torres. From then until today, the only edition not 

disputed was that of 1937.  

The Volta during the Dictatorship and the Second Republic cannot be understood without 

reference to the UES and the work of Ramon Torres.  Alongside Masferrer, he stands as one of 

the foundational figures of the race and of Catalan cyclesport. The UES took control of the race in 

1923, and by 1925, the leader’s jersey bore the iconic green and white stripes of the club,438 

which put on a “perfectly organized spectacle”439 from its first attempt. La Vanguardia asserted a 

decade later that “without this organization we sincerely believe that we would have lost this 

great race.” 440  

                                                        
437 Kant. “La Vuelta a Catalunya, Ciclista.” Stadium. June 15, 1923. 

438 “De La Carrera Ciclista Vuela a Cataluna.” Stadium. June 1, 1925. 

439 “La VI Vuelta Ciclista a Cataluna.” Stadium. June 15, 1924. 

440 “Resumen de Comentarios Despues de La Vuelta.” La Vanguardia. June 20, 1933. 
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 Organizing the Volta was no mean feat, with over 200 people travelling to each stage 

town as part of the race caravan. Despite this, by 1929, the competition for hosting stages was 

fierce, suggesting an economic benefit to the cities, brought by the crowds who gathered to 

watch.441 For the duration of the period, the UES, Torres and the Volta went hand in hand, and his 

tireless work and dedication to the event and the nation it represented brought the Volta to the 

forefront of Iberian and European cycling. The expertise gained by Torres and his institution 

allowed the event to run smoothly and reliably. This reliability and longevity caused the Volta to 

become a sustainable and useful vehicle for the creation of identity.  

The race grew in length as well as stature. The 1930 edition encompassed the major cities 

of the nation in its 8 stages and 1,428 kilometres. Racers from across Europe competed, but 

Marian Cañardo emerged as a modern Catalan hero by vanquishing the foreign challengers in 

order to win the 1928, 1929 and 1930 editions of the race. The Volta often clashed with more 

prestigious races such as the Giro d’Italia,442 and was forced to change its date several times 

before coming to its current spring position. The event had occurred in the heat of the Catalan 

summer and the freezing Catalan winter in previous editions. During the Republic, the Volta 

shifted from September (close to the Catalan national day on the 11th of the month) to June, in 

order to accommodate other races and to encourage a higher level of foreign competition. 

 The structure of the competition helped boost a sense of Catalan identity. Competitors 

would compete in trade teams often sponsored by cycling industry companies. Cañardo and his 

fellow Catalans rode in the colours of the FC Barcelona team for many editions. Dressed in the 

colours of the hugely popular, and highly Catalan, football team, they were the de facto 

representatives of their nation. Along with the team uniforms, the race was made more colourful 

                                                        
441 “XI Vuelta Ciclista a Catalunya : Unas Palabras Con El ‘Director’ de La Carrera.” La Vanguardia. 
September 17, 1929. 

442 A more prestigious “grand tour” lasting three weeks and occurring chiefly in Italy 
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with the addition of various jerseys, including the overall leader, best “peninsular” rider, and best 

rider from each province of Catalonia. These awards clearly indicated the concept of Catalan 

national identity within a greater Spanish federation of regions and nations.  The race, like the 

nation itself, relied on the support and patronage of Catalan civil society and the image of 

Barcelona leading Madrid to modernity.  

A key turning point in the significance of the race came with the Second Republic when 

the government became an official sponsor. The 1932 edition of the race, in addition to being the 

14th Volta a Catalunya, was billed as the first “Gran Premi de la Generalitat.”443 As soon as the 

independent Catalan government was established in the Second Republic, it began patronizing the 

race that allowed for a performance of its idea of the nation. Through including writings and 

speeches by Macià in the program of the race and at both opening and closing ceremonies, 

everywhere that people turned out to see the Volta, they also received the ERC’s national 

message. L’Opinio carried an announcement of the race’s course, the riders and the prizes, 

together with a facsimile of a handwritten note from Macià. In the piece, Macià outlined the 

financial and rhetorical support of the race by the government, which supported this event and 

“all the other sporting manifestations across our country” as part of an ongoing promotion of the 

nation through sport. The same article went on to list the race as “the most important sporting 

event in Catalonia.”444 Macià himself welcomed the racers back to Barcelona, and congratulated 

Cañardo on his victory (and thus that of Catalonia) over the best athletes the rest of the cycling 

world had to offer.445 Meanwhile, the press urged his countrymen to join him; “ You, dear reader, 

must contribute your presence, a little colour and your applause to the magnificent spectacle of 

                                                        
443 Fabert. “XIV Volta Ciclista a Catalunya.” Mundo Deportivo, September 19, 1932, sec. Esport. 

444 19 “La XIV Volta a Catalunya, Gran Premi Generalitat.” L’Opinio. September 4, 1932. 

445 20 “El President de La Generalitat Presencia L’arribada I Felicita El Gunyador.” L’Opinio. September 
13, 1932. 
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citizenship that we have seen this week at the Volta. ... Lend a hand, citizens of Barcelona, to 

honouring these fortunate racers."446 This appeal to fans shows the articulation447 of the race to 

both people in Catalonia and foreigners in constituting and creating an image of Catalonia. This 

appeal was made, not to sports fans to honour athletes, but to citizens to honour their fellows and 

to serve their nation. Clearly, the role of the race outside of the sporting world was apparent to the 

ERC leaders and to Macià, as they supported it from the earliest opportunity, seeing it as an 

important way of furthering their goals of creating a cross class Catalan nation. 

The Volta and National Identity, Creating Catalan Heroes  

By 1931, the Volta peloton consisted of French, Spanish, Catalan, Italian, Belgian, 

German, Valencian, Andulcian, Mallorcan and Madrileño riders,448 who expressed (via the 

Catalan media) their positive impression of the nation and it’s race which, in the words of Italian 

Domenico Piemontesi449, stood “among the greatest contests of the sport.”450 This international 

level of competition allowed for the local riders to assume the role of representing their nation. 

The press was not slow to seize this opportunity, and quickly began building up “Catalan” heroes 

and attributing “Catalan” character traits to those who distinguished themselves on the roads of 

the country.  

Cycling allowed individual Catalan heroes to emerge on the road, based on their own 

endeavours and on the back of their teammates’ labours, be those teammates Spanish or Catalan 

                                                        
446 21 “XI Vuelta Ciclista a Catalunya.” La Vanguardia. 15th September 1929. 

447 22 Clarke J., Hall S., Jefferson T., Roberts B. (1976), Subcultures, Cultures and Class in Hall, S., and T. 
Jefferson. Resistance through rituals: Youth subcultures in post-war Britain. Routledge, 1993. The concept 
of dual articulation arises from the Frankfurt school and refers how something can at once be speaking 
about, and connecting to, the outside world. 

448 Correspondence from the race committee, dated 1931 in the Arxiu Volta  a Catalunya , Sants, Barcelona 

449 Second place finisher in 1932 

450 Piemontesi quoted in“El President de La Generalitat Presencia L’arribada I Felicita El Gunyador.” 
L’Opinio. September 13, 1932. 
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in their identity. Bicycle racing is a sport in which individuals win and teams compete. The nature 

of wind resistance and the tactics of the sport mean that for one rider to emerge victorious, many 

must sacrifice their own chances and arrive at the finish line minutes later and totally exhausted, 

only then knowing if their efforts in support of their ”leader” have been converted into a victory 

or if they have toiled in vain.  Many established team sports and sporting spectacles, such as the 

Olympics, were organized in such a way that it was impossible for the Catalan nation to be 

represented apart from Spain. Thus it was difficult for the Catalan people to have heroes in the 

sporting sphere to match their political and cultural leaders. Cycling offered a unique opportunity 

for the national narrative to be grafted onto sporting achievement for popular consumption.  

The public was not slow to come together in their support of these individuals, who 

disputed a race in which the geography of Catalonia itself had a role. The press described the 

local riders as “Catalan racers, heroes, who ride aggressively despite extreme heat, huge 

mountains and terrible thirst.”451 Stadium outlined the desirable characteristics of Mallorquin 

racer Juan Juan: “he is the prototype of a strongman, without school or training or much 

knowledge of cycling but with energy, hard work, acumen and application.”452 The qualities that 

the Catalans, be they migrants or born locally, saw in themselves, were personified in these 

cycling “Strongmen”. Just as the self-image of those constructing the nation was built on industry 

and intellect, so were the victories of Catalonia’s cyclists. Through the construction of “ideal 

types,” the Catalan press created role models for those Catalans, new or old, who wished to more 

fully realize their national identity in a modern and changing nation. 

These heroes also had the chance to mold what was meant by being Catalan. In 

performing Catalan identity and serving as archetypes for the identity, they were able to redefine 

                                                        
451 “La XIV Volta a Catalunya, Gran Premi Generalitat.” L’Opinio. September 4, 1932. 

452 “La VI Vuelta Ciclista a Cataluña.” Stadium. June 15, 1924. 
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the meaning of Catalanness. The cyclist who exhibited seny and rauxa on the roads were, for the 

most part, working class and often migrants. When the nationalist media embraced them as 

Catalan heroes, it opened up the spectrum of who could be Catalan to those of a wide class base 

and from all over Spain. As such, this use of sport to create national heroes strongly supported the 

ERC’s model of a cross class and left republican nation.  

Today, Catalonia’s sports heroes are some of the best-known, richest453 athletes in the 

world. They are seen all over the globe on television are marketed by a club which sells 1.15 

million replica shirts a year454 and play in a stadium that attracts more visitors than the city’s 

cathedrals, galleries or museums. Second Republic Barcelona was a very different place. While 

no less popular, these heroes enjoyed a much more modest lifestyle.  The Lionel Messi of the 

1930s was Mariano Cañardo. Cañardo was a migrant who adopted Catalonia as his home and 

self-identified as Catalan,455 despite having been born to a pastoral lifestyle in Olite, Navarre. He 

learned his cycling in the Pyrenees and along the coasts of his adopted nation, and started his 

cycling career in the Barcelona neighbourhood of Sant Andreu.  To speak of the Volta without 

Cañardo is as ludicrous as speaking of FC Barcelona today without mentioning Messi.  Cañardo 

stood as a hero not just in cycling but also in society in general. He was immediately identifiable 

through his image and served as an example to the thousands of workers who came to Catalonia 

hoping to find success and acceptance in their new nation.  

                                                        
453 Lionel Messi earned $41 million in 2013 according to Forbes http://www.forbes.com/profile/lionel-
messi/ 

454 “Manchester United and Real Madrid Top Global Shirt Sale Charts,” October 8, 2012. 
http://www.sportingintelligence.com/2012/10/08/exclusive-manchester-united-and-real-madrid-top-global-
shirt-sale-charts-081001/. 

455 He is referred to in the press as “el Catala” (see “XIV Volta Ciclista a Catalunya.” Mundo Deportivo, 
September 19, 1932, sec. Esport.) 
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Cañardo was distinguished, not just for his fearsome power output, but also as “the only 

one who races with his head as well as his legs.”456 The press claimed that Cañardo’s victories 

represented the “definitive triumph of the Catalan character.”457  The combination of seny and 

rauxa, which Catalans saw as integral to their national character, was nowhere better personified 

than in a sport which required calculating the use of one’s energy in long stages and also 

demanded reckless speed descending steep mountain roads. Cañardo was not just a great cyclist 

but also a popular hero. The press lauded his achievements, stating that he stood “face to face” 

with the best in the sport, and that "Cañardo is our only rider of true class.”458 His cycling became 

an allegory for the struggle of his nation, and his victories and defeats were mapped onto a 

national narrative.  Stadium used the analogy of the cyclists “standing firm behind the parapet and 

withstanding the foreign assaults to defend Cañardo.”459 Cycling glories were extrapolated to 

reflect well on the character of the nation as a whole. Catalonia had long had its heroes, from the 

legendary Guifre el Pelos to the contemporary Companys and Macià. Into this pantheon they now 

placed the cyclists. Hard working and physically strong, these athletes also had to outthink as 

well as outwork their opponents. 

Even more than political figure who could be tied to identities that predated the divisive 

Republic, Cañardo offered the perfect blank canvas for the press to project modern Catalanism 

onto. For born Catalans and recent migrants, for the bourgeoisie and the working classes alike 

Cañardo represented a model citizen: hard working, modest, sensible in his self-conduct and 

exuberant in his exploits, he was a touchstone for popular Catalan identity. Despite their best 

efforts, the other Catalan or Spanish riders were simply not of the same stature. Thus we find the 

                                                        
456 “Bovet, Vencador de La Volta a Catalunya.” La Rambla. June 19, 1933. 

457 Serra, Enric. “Esport Significa Patriotisme.” Promgrama Campionat de Catalunya. 1934. Volta Archive. 

458 Pere Abella-Masdeu. “Bovet, Vencador de La Volta a Catalunya.” La Rambla. June 19, 1933. 

459 “Al Margen de La IX Vuelta a Cataluña.” Stadium. September 15, 1927. 
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sporting press, time and again, relating tales of Cañardo, alone and surrounded by the powerful 

and numerous squads of French and Italians. In a narrative that parallels that which the Catalan 

press told about their nation, this diminutive dynamo somehow overcame the numerical 

superiority of his competitors, through hard work, persistence and just the right dose of 

“rauxa.”460 

It was not only in victory that glory could be brought to the nation. Aptly enough for a 

nation which celebrates its national day in memory of a battle at which the Catalans were 

defeated,461 there was glory even in defeat. La Vanguardia drew attention to the moral and 

sporting lessons to be learned, stating that "one does not always have to win; it is extremely noble 

and sporting to know how to lose."462 This narrative of sportsmanship was incorporated into 

Catalan identity and discourses relating to it: “of all popular feelings, the one which stands 

strongest in the Catalan soul is the sporting sentiment. It is the root of other noble and progressive 

sentiments when manifested in its purest form."463 It was not just an insatiable desire to win 

which motivated Catalans to partake in and follow sport, but a joy in the very act of competition. 

As Dunning et al. argue, sports in general, and sportsmanship in particular, had long been a 

fascination of the British upper and middle classes. It was these middle classes who composed the 

nation’s self image.464 The extension of this discourse to a cross-class sport with its labouring 

                                                        
460 Catalan reflection on Catalan character refers to “Seny” and “Rauxa” as defining characteristics, 
although hard to translate the former is a kind of rational and sensible planned action the latter spontaneity. 
This self-image is was first articulated by Torras I Bages, a Catalaniste bishop of Vic in his work La 
tradició catalana of 1892.  

461 “la diada” on 11th of September commemorates the defeat of the Hapsburg supported army in the siege 
of Barcelona by Philip V of Spain in 1714 and, to this day, remains the Catalan national day 

462 “La XVI Vuelta Ciclista a Cataluña.” La Vanguardia, June 25, 1934. 

463 La XII Vuelta Ciclista a Cataluña.” La Vanguardia. September 16, 1930. 

464 Dunning, Eric, and Kenneth Sheard. Barbarians, Gentlemen and Players: A Sociological Study of the 
Development of Rugby Football. Psychology Press, 2005.. 
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participants represented not just an expansion of who could participate in sports but of who could 

participate in the nation.  Dunning et al. argue that this growth was ultimately a failure in rugby, 

as the sport split into two codes along class lines. Cycling had more success. While there were 

varying disciplines within the sport, the working class racers were not explicitly opposed to the 

bourgeois touring cyclists, and the better off Catalans still flocked to the streets of Montjuïc to 

welcome the Volta, alongside their fellow countrymen.  

The race brought the best of the cycling world to the nation with its advantageous 

position in the cycling calendar and its tough competition. The sporting press constantly 

demanded that prize money be maintained at a high level in order to continue attracting the 

foreign “aces” who would provide entertainment for the Catalan spectators. These foreign riders 

also served to improve the level of Iberian cycling and to promote Catalan identity abroad. Racers 

from below the Pyrenees were often dismissed by those more familiar with the harsh cobbled 

racing of Belgium and Northern France, and the exposure was much needed.  The inclusion of 

foreign riders also served to promote Catalan identity and products in the foreign media. It was 

not only the cycling world that reflected on this use of sport as diplomacy. In 1936, the British 

government refused their cyclists the right to participate on grounds of non-intervention.465  By 

holding a race which made the borders and identity of Catalonia seem natural, and allowing their 

people and athletes to show off their abilities to the world, the ERC could make their nation seem 

more legitimate in the eyes of their European counterparts.  

A Cross Class Sport for a Cross Class Nation 

Bicycles represented a form of transport as well as a leisure activity for most of the 

working classes, and were thus readily available to most. Through their involvement in 

cyclesport, the working classes could become involved in creating the nation as well as merely 

                                                        
465 Martin, Paul. “Spain’s Other Olympics.” History Today 42 (August 1, 1992). 
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constituting its membership. As such, cycling represented a “contested terrain” on which the 

nation could be discussed and established. Today’s cycling in the United States is a far cry from 

the sport in Barcelona in the Second Republic. Modern racing bicycles can cost the same as a 

modest salary, not to mention high entry costs of events, costly clothing and high demands on 

leisure time.  The cost and time demands of cycling in the 21st century USA limit it to the upper 

levels of the social pyramid, but this was not the case in Catalonia during this period. A bicycle 

could be purchased on credit for 13 pesos per month,466 with the average skilled labourer earning 

0.97 pesos per hour for an average working week of 48 hours.467  This represented a significant 

investment but not an unattainable one. Cycling clubs468 abounded in Catalan cities, as 

workingmen and women used the same form of transport that carried them to work on weekdays 

to carry them away from the city’s confines during their leisure time. Factory work and 

urbanization carried with them the idea of a working week, with the attendant notion of a 

weekend and leisure time emerging from this change in labour practices and the wider spread of 

political rights.469  It was thanks to this new trend in leisure time that the popular classes began to 

embrace sport in a way they never had before. They looked for ways to spend non-working time, 

and the bicycle was a tool readily available to them.  

The race not only expanded the reach of Catalan national identity, but also improved 

public health across classes. Through the example of hard toiling Catalan heroes, the people had 

                                                        
466“Bicicletes ‘Arili I Jobok.’” La Rambla, March 10, 1930.  Earlier they had cost substantially more, 24 
Pesetas a month “Pullam.” ABC. September 11, 1923. 

467 Vilar Rodríguez, Margarita. “La Ruptura Posbélica a Través Del Comportamiento de Los Salarios 
Industriales: Nueva Evidencia Cuantitativa (1908-1963).” Revista de Historia Industrial no. 25 (2004): 81–
126. 

468 Many even had explicitly Catalan names such as the SC Catala and CC Catalunya “La II Reunion Del 
Toreno Interclubs.” La Vanguardia, February 26, 1930. 

469 Clarke, Alan, John Clarke, and Jennifer Hargreaves. “‘Highlights and Action Replays’–ideology, Sport 
and the Media.” Sport, Culture and Ideology, 1982, 62–87. 
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role models for health as well as character. The official race program in 1929 carried an article 

entitled “la higene del entrenamiento ciclista”, urging readers to look after their bodies as the 

cyclists did. In its public health messaging, the race program grafted a narrative of national 

hygiene and “cleaning up” the nation onto the spectacle of the event.470  As Masferrer articulated 

in the opening speeches for the race and in his prologue to the official program, “sport [was a]; a 

synonym of culture and progress,” 471 and could be used to carry messages promoting the same. 

Using the athlete as an example, the Volta organizers aimed to create a healthier, stronger 

Catalonia and healthier stronger Catalans.472 One contemporary publication noted that the 

financial support of the Volta by the government was a “demonstration of the vitality and degree 

of sportsmanship within our government and the high regard they place upon sport,  [which is] 

essential for building a strong and powerful nation.”473 The Catalan National championships 

explicitly aimed to improve the “strength of the [Catalan] race and …the Catalan Character.”474 

Again, this quotation serves as evidence of the intent to link the sport to public health policy as 

well as entertainment. If the ERC’s vision of a popular Catalonia was to be a cross class project, 

then the health and wellbeing of those other classes would be important.  

 As the popular uptake of cycling grew, there was a parallel growth in the professional 

side of the sport. Soon, the working class dominated cycling as a method of practical transport 

and as a sport. Meanwhile, for the bourgeois it became an enjoyable pastime. Cycling offered a 

chance for betterment through toil but it wasn’t an easy road to riches.  Professional racers 

                                                        
470 “La Higene Del Entrenamiento Ciclista.” Programa Volta a Catalunya. 1929, sec. Temas Medicas. 

471 Masferrer, Narciso. “Prologo.” Programa Volta a Catalunya. 1929.  

472 “La VI Vuelta Ciclista a Cataluna.” Stadium. June 15, 1924. 

473 “El President de La Generalitat Presencia L’arribada I Felicita El Gunyador.” L’Opinio. September 13, 
1932. 

474 Serra, Enric. “Esport Significa Patriotisme.” Promgrama Campionat de Catalunya. 1934. Volta Archive. 
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travelled and earned prize money, but the rewards were hardly lavish, just 10 pesetas a day for 

food, a minimum of 30 in prize money in the 1930 Volta.475  In 1930, Cañardo won 4,640 pesetas 

for his overall victory, roughly twice the annual wage of a factory worker.476 Although the race 

paid out 18,150 pesetas between the 39 finishers,477 for many their winnings amounted to those of 

a skilled worker and not a celebrity athlete. The same could be said for their experience, which 

was far from glamorous.   

The training and travel time required to compete at the top level meant that the sport 

needed a professional structure in order for riders to succeed and survive while still paying their 

bills. The dedication, suffering, privation and degradation suffered by “Les Forçats de la 

Route”478 tended not to appeal to the middle classes, given the sport’s paltry financial reward for 

all but the “aces”. In an article for the 1932 race program, A Lopez Marquez described cyclists as 

the “proletarians of sport,” contrasting them to the football players who were part of a vast, rich, 

sporting organization. A cyclist, he said, is “one man alone, fighting against all the others.” In 

addition to racing against the other riders, the cyclist must face “unknown adversaries… 

punctures, the wind, the cold... in cycling you [even] have to struggle against your own shadow.” 

The piece goes on to conclude, “footballers are athletes of the “sleeping car. Cyclists are athletes 

of the “third class wagon.” 479   This conscious construction of professional cycling as hard labour 

                                                        
475 This represents more or less parity with average factory wages (.97 ptas an hour) “La XII Vuelta Ciclista 
a Cataluna.” La Vanguardia. September 16, 1930. 

476 The prize purse in 1932 was distributed as follows 3,000, 2,000 and 1,000 pesetas for first second and 
third respectively as well as 700, 400 and 200 for the best rider from each region “La XIV Volta a 
Catalunya, Gran Premi Generalitat.” L’Opinio. September 4, 1932. 

477  “La XII Vuelta Ciclista a Cataluña.” La Vanguardia. September 16, 1930. 

478 Best translated as “the convicts of the road” this term was used to describe the exhausted cyclists at the 
Tour De France Londres, Albert. “Les Forçats de La Route.” Le Petit Parisien. June 27, 1924. 

479 Lopez Marques, A. “los corredores ciclistas son los proletarios del sport.” promgrama Volta a 
Catalunya. August 15, 1932. 
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appealed to the working classes who filled Catalonia’s factories. When tied to a national 

narrative, the race appealed to the middle classes as well and drew both together in a cross class 

identity. The contemporary journalistic discourse on cycling clearly constructed the cyclists as 

hard working labourers, toiling with their bodies and suffering a great deal. This image of cyclists 

as the proletariat of sport, while at the same time as heroes and “recordmen”, is what gave the 

sport such a unique cross-class appeal. Stadium noted that cycling was accessible to “the modest 

tourist, to the worker and to the soldier.”480  

In addition to those who money from the race, others spent their money, or time, to watch 

it.   When the race took place, it was the working classes who packed the barricades and mounted 

the bicycles, the middle classes who organized and spectated, and the elite who footed the bill and 

gave out the prizes. The race itself had a powerful cross class appeal. The barricades along the 

finish may have been packed with factory workers, but the middle classes sat in the cafes nearby 

or in the boxes at the velodromes. The farm workers and landowners in rural areas watched the 

race roll by in their secluded hamlets and large homes. Factory workers could enjoy the arrival of 

the Volta on a weekend in Montjuïc or see the race as it passed through industrial 

neighbourhoods.  The upper classes could enjoy the spectacle of the velodrome races, often held 

in the evenings as part of a packed social calendar or perhaps a picnic or the hospitality of the 

race sponsors while watching the Volta.  In symbolic terms, all of Catalonia was represented, and 

all of Catalonia was included, as the race bridged geographical and economic divides. The Volta 

was an emphatic statement of Catalan modernity, Europeaness, organizational prowess and 

physical prestige. This was a sporting event articulated to all the classes of Catalonia and to the 

nations of the world. In both cases, it announced a definite image of the nation and its distinct 

identity.  

                                                        
480 “La VI Vuelta Ciclista a Cataluña.” Stadium. June 15, 1924. 
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 “Touring” rides were popular among the better off Catalans. These rides were far from 

the sweat and suffering of the Volta, and much closer to the passeigs, or strolls, along the tree 

lined streets of the Eixample. Riding at a leisurely pace to a site of interest was a popular leisure 

activity for men and women alike.481 These curated exhibitions of luxury goods allowed 

prosperous elites to showcase their success, with high end bicycles, these bicycles provided both 

a form of transport, a form of leisure and a way to mark one’s increasing affluence.482  Middle 

class men sometimes engaged in more strenuous cycling (albeit over much shorter distances than 

the road races), such as that at the velodrome. These contests fit well with the recently articulated 

ideas of improving the “consciousness of the country and the strength of the [Catalan] race.”483 

The emerging narrative of exercising for health (as opposed to for martial prowess) was taking 

hold. For the middle classes of Catalonia, there was no better way to combine the modern mania 

for machines and inventions, with the age-old desire to prove one’s iron nerve and indefatigable 

character, than at great speed via the newly invented racing bicycle. In one notable case, Enrique 

Marzo, a government minister, set the first 24 hour distance record (albeit with a not hugely 

notable distance).484  So popular was cycling that it became part of other forms of culture culture, 

for instance with artists depicting themselves riding tandem bicycles (See Figure 3).485 Later, the 

race even became a patron as well as a muse, with poems being composed to recount the glories 

                                                        
481 For more on Women’s cycling in Spain see Angel Santisteban. Ciclismo Femenino Español. Malaga: 
self published, 2005. 

482 Early mass production French bicycles carried model names that indicated the class of their potential 
buyer. Models included “Service administrative”.  

483 Serra, Enric. “Esport Significa Patriotisme.” Promgrama Campionat de Cataluña. 1934. Volta Archive. 

484 “Comite.” Programa Volta a Catalunya. 1930. 

485 Ramón Casas y Pere Romeu en Tàndem – 1897 , oil on canvas, MNAC Barcelona . In addition to this 
work bicycles featured heavily in Cubist and futurist art around the turn of the 20th century  
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of races and racers and published in the race literature.486 While the bourgeois tended to avoid the 

strenuous road racing which the Volta demanded, they were familiar with the sport and happy to 

indulge in the spectacle that cycling provided. This cross class interest gave cycling a unique 

benefit in building a cross class nation.   

 

Figure 3 Ramon Casas Y Pere Romeu en tàndem - 1897, oil on canvas, MNAC 

Barcelona 

Cycling’s appeal was not just restricted to its health benefits. In a modernizing Catalonia, 

there was a fascination with speed and machines. It was the machinery of factories that pulled 

Catalonia above the rest of Spain in its production and employment, and it was the machinery of 

cars and aeroplanes that filled the leisure time of the industrial barons who benefitted from this 

growth. For those who were not of the means to buy a small aircraft or race car, a bicycle 

provided access to speed, modernity and innovation. Even the language of the press evoked the 

powerful machines of modernity, and riding hard was compared to riding “like a train”. Flying 

through the villages of rural Catalonia with their attendant clicks and whirs, the cyclists seemed 

                                                        
486 “Els ‘Poetes’ de La ‘Penya Els Galls’ Segurian La Cursa".” Promgrama Volta a Catalunya. 1932. This 
tendency of sports writing was part of the Popular sports movement and can be seen in later events such as 
the popular olympics  
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modern and fast enough to be remarkable and yet still slow and human enough to be relatable for 

all who looked on.   

Although it had some elite elements, even the velodrome provided an important site for 

cultural intermingling. Photographs of the 6 day races show a variety of classes (identifiable by 

their different clothing/ and hats) enjoying the spectacle.  Once the bicycles had left the centre of 

the track, it often played host to dinners and dances487 for the better off patrons. But, alongside 

sporting and high society functions, the velodrome, with its bleachers and easily accessible 

location, served as a meeting place for trades unions and even the CNT.488 Located in the 

industrial neighbourhood of Sants,489 the velodrome served to bring the middle classes into an 

area which would not normally be a place for them to spend their leisure time, and gave the 

working classes an accessible way to relax after hard days at work. Reflecting the success of the 

Sants velodrome, many others emerged across the nation and outside the capital.   Such was the 

appeal of spectating to the bourgeoisie that the theatre guild felt threatened and met to discuss 

how to deal with the potential loss of theatregoers.490 Modern industrial Catalonia demanded 

modern entertainment, and the velodrome more than filled that requirement for a new site of 

social interaction. Its seating allowed the different classes to retain their identity, but within a 

crowd that was composed of all the social groups that made up the ERC’s Catalan nation and 

shared a single experience.  

 

                                                        
487 “Finalitzat El Campionat La Federació Catalana.” Stadium. August 1, 1927, Año XVII num 493. 

488 Casanova, J., and P. Preston. Anarchism, the Republic, and Civil War in Spain, 1931-1939. Routledge, 
2005. Pp152 

489 Barcelona played host to many velodromes with at least two built in the first decades of the 20th century 
(Bonanova in 1901 and Sants which was renovated in 1926)  

490 Pujadas, Xavier, and Carles Santacana i Torres. L’esport És Notícia: Història de La Premsa Esportiva a 
Catalunya (1880-1992). Diputació de Barcelona, 1997. Cites el mundo deportivo of 3/11/1934 
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On the Side of the Road: the Cycling Spectator Experience  

Cycling offers unique spectator experiences that gave it an unparalleled reach. While 

many team sports in the 1930s were contained in a stadium and charged spectators for watching, 

road cycling was a sport that could not exclude any potential viewers. Indeed, cycling added 

many spectators purely by circumstance; as the race passed through towns and villages, roads 

were closed and people came outside and witnessed the spectacle. For those living in rural 

Catalonia, one can imagine that the race, with its publicity cars and loudspeakers, was quite the 

occurrence in an otherwise fairly mundane existence. Bicycle races travelled outside of major 

cities, and thus offered a chance for those not normally able to view sporting events to participate 

as spectators. Once they had seen the race, fans could follow the outcome in the sports press. 

What once seemed a long way away became closer. The familiarity of the technology, the class 

base of the racers, and the obvious physical challenge of the sport made cycling well suited for 

appealing to those used to manual labour in Catalonia’s hot sun and cold rain.    

Through the familiarity of the working classes with the bicycle, and the scope of ground 

covered by the Volta, the race helped to make the nation seem closer together.  The capital was 

only a bike ride away, and bike riding was a daily occurrence. Even if many farm workers in the 

Pyrenees would never set foot in the streets of Barcelona or the Amphitheatre of Tarragona, the 

race made it seem possible that they could, and made both seem much closer. Through sharing 

the experience of spectating, both in person and thereafter in the press, people were encouraged to 

pick up flags and to paint the road with their heroes’ names. Later, they would pick up a 

newspaper with a speech accompanying the results of the race, see others waving the same flag, 

and perhaps begin to see themselves as Catalan. The race offered people of all classes all over the 

nation an important way to participate in the nation and its sport movement. Citizens followed the 

race as it left Barcelona, passed their homes and returned to the capital. They cheered for their 

heroes, just as their countrymen did; they heard the same click of gears and the same honk of 
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horns. The racers breathed, sweated, shivered and suffered like the spectators did. The spectators 

shared experiences with the racers and the other spectators. This unique cocktail of shared 

experience is what made cycling such a powerful vehicle for national identity.  

“Beating the Bounds”: Circuits of Imagined Communities 

Bicycle racing was unique in not only uniting communities but in defining their physical 

boundaries. The Norman custom of “beating the bounds” in England and Wales saw parishioners 

patrolling the boundaries of a parish, beating the boundary stones (and sometimes themselves) 

with willow branches on Ascension Day. This custom endured in order to define who, and what, 

lay within each church’s domain. In the twentieth century, communities grew too large to walk 

around but the need to define them remained. The sport of cycling is uniquely peripatetic; each 

year, routes and start and finish locations change, and thousands of kilometres of roads are 

covered. The terrain on which bike races occur is as important a protagonist as any of the racers.  

This ability to incorporate terrain of political and national value, to reach out to many more 

people in a much more direct way than other sports, and to go directly to people and places the 

nation needed to tie together, allowed for bicycle races to serve as a unique tool for the creation 

and dissemination of identity. Anderson includes limits as part of his definition of a nation 

(alongside community, imagined community and sovereignty).491 The Volta defined the limits of 

the nation, and allowed for such national imagining, by showing the connectedness and limits of 

the national community. The Volta could touch more people, and go to more places, than 

traditional sports, and include sites and citizens not normally present in a sporting arena. In doing 

so, the race could be a uniquely powerful vessel for the nationalist message.  

Catalonia is a large and diverse region, with much of the population concentrated in 

Barcelona, but the rest spread out between smaller cities, towns and villages. The fact that 

                                                        
491 Anderson, B. Imagined Communities. London, 1983. 



254 

 

    

  

cycling, unlike athletics, football or boxing, could be taken to these remote communities, made it 

a perfect tool for the building of the Catalan nation outside of Barcelona. This uniquely mobile, 

and all-encompassing, element of cycling made it perfect for the grafting-on of a nationalist 

narrative. The races offered a participatory experience to spectators who lacked the time and 

resources to travel to stadia or pay for tickets. They could hardly avoid the race when it passed 

through their towns and villages. As the 1934 Catalan National cycling championship program 

notes, “for many years sport was considered something foreign, rural people were indifferent to it 

and so were many in the cities… Today sport not only interests people in the cities, the people of 

the rural villages show a great interest in the race, sport is nobility, it is health… it is love and 

above all it is patriotism.”492 Through events such as the Volta, sport, and the health and identity 

benefits of the sporting culture could spread to the people of Catalonia. In doing so, they could 

improve the strength of national identity among the rural as well as urban Catalan population.  

It was not only people, but also places, that the race could include in a national narrative. 

These places were natural and manmade, ancient and modern, but all of them were drawn into the 

same story of a Catalan shared history and future. Stages could include the scenic Garraf 

coastline, the towering factories of Barcelona, and the mountains of the Pyrenees. En route, they 

could pass any castle or monastery they saw fit. They could link together old mountain towns 

with new industrial suburbs, and farms with factories.  The race passing from one to the other 

gave a sense of closeness that could not be replicated in other sporting events confined to a 

stadium, or even to other endurance events (such as swimming or running) that are constrained by 

distance and location.  The transition from ancient to modern, from castle to city, served to 

constitute the horizontal simultaneity of time that is part of nation building. Despite being built 

centuries apart, both forts and factories could simultaneously be part of the Volta and part of 

                                                        
492 Serra, Enric. “Esport Significa Patriotisme.” Promgrama Campionat de Catalunya. 1934. Volta Archive. 
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Catalonia.493 This incredible importance and sense of place not only refutes Bale’s notion of the 

“placelessness” of modern sports,494 but makes a compelling case for the use of sport in general, 

and this sport in particular, to unite disparate sites in a single national narrative. These sites were 

important, not for their sporting relevance, nor as part of Bale’s “record performance,”495 but 

because of their notoriety, familiarity and stature within the narrative of the Catalan nation being 

spread by the ERC. As the race drew people into the media and allowed them to participate in a 

national shared experience, so these sites drew them into a Catalan conception of history that 

made the Catalan perspective on the present seem natural. Sport in general, but above all 

cyclesport, is about place as well as, if not more than, performance.  

 

                                                        
493 Anderson, B. Imagined Communities. London, 1983 

494 Bale, J. Sports Geography. Routledge, 2003. 

495 Although there are sites in cycling which evoke this ideal such as l’Alpe d’Huez Bale, J. Sports 
Geography. Routledge, 2003. 
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Figure 4 The use of the race to map the boundaries of the nation 

The race could encompass other forms of messaging than the route itself. The French 

Circuit Des Champs de Bataille  (circuit of the battlefields) arose the year after the end of the 

First World War in order to lay claim to the territory recently annexed to France at Versailles.496  

Indeed, the Tour de France pioneered many of the ways of grafting a commercial and political 

narrative to a sporting event. One such innovation was the inclusion of a publicity caravan, cars 

equipped with loud speakers and advertising boards attracted advertisers to sponsor the race. This 

same use of sport to deliver a message could also benefit the spreading of the ERC”s concept of 

the nation. The 1932 Volta was said to bring “delirious excitement”, with its caravan “parading 

victoriously” through the towns and villages, bringing the cosmopolitan Barcelona to the rest of 

the nation and in doing so reinforcing shared experience and one-ness. Having “toured all of 

                                                        
496 “Le Circuit Des Champs de Bataille.” L’indépendnance Luxembourgeoise. April 22, 1919. 
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Catalonia”, the race returned to the capital to be greeted by the sight of “all of Barcelona 

[waiting] in the streets.”497 Much like a victory parade or the festival parades so common in 

Spain, this colourful procession brought people together to spectate and escape from their 

everyday lives.  In less than two years, the people of Barcelona would be in the streets fighting 

for independence, and two years after that fighting against military insurrection. It was not just 

the race that these Catalans were waiting for as they gathered “two deep at the barriers,” 498 but 

also an experience that they would share with others across the nation. The Volta excelled at 

taking a sporting event and allowing it to carry a brand and a message, be that commercial or 

national.   

Cycling and Print Capitalism 

The double benefit of the Volta, spreading the narrative of nationalism and helping 

spread the newspapers that carried the national message during the Second Republic, made it an 

exceptional tool for the creation of national identity. Just as the Tour de France began as an 

attempt to sell more copies of Henri Desgrange’s struggling publication L’Auto,499 so the Volta 

came into being at the hands of a press baron. Narcís Masferrer was the director of El Mundo 

Deportivo, as well as a member of the Catalan Olympic Committee, an ex-president of FC 

Barcelona and president of the Unión Velocípédica Española (UVE). Anderson famously argued 

that “print capitalism” was the key to facilitating the widespread “imagining of communities” 

which gave body to nations.500 Surely if bicycle racing was key in the diffusion of the media, 

which in turn diffused the national identity, one could argue that the racing itself represented a 

                                                        
497 “La XIV Volta a Catalunya, Gran Premi Generalitat.” L’Opinio. September 4, 1932. 

498 “El President de La Generalitat Presencia L’arribada I Felicita El Gunyador.” L’Opinio. September 13, 
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499 Thompson, C. S. The Tour de France: A Cultural History. Univ of California Pr, 2008. Masferrer 
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powerful means to the same end. As explained in Chapter 3, during the Second Republic there 

was something of a boom in the Catalan sports media. Increasingly, it became clear that a diverse 

and growing public were interested in the sporting sphere, and that sports drew new audiences to 

the nationalist press and added a string to the bow of the existing publications. The innovations of 

events such as the Volta, alongside the boom in participation in popular sport, clearly contributed 

to this growth.  Newspapers took advantage of the increased circulation with novel initiatives. El 

Mundo Deportivo sold over 33,000 tickets in its Volta a Catalunya bicycle raffle,501 which 

committed ticket buyers to purchasing the paper in the future to check if they had won. Racing 

appealed in a way that the political media did not. It drew people in through spectacle and 

competition, and gave the sites of the nation a narrative and modern relevance.  While cycling 

itself gave a physical continuity to community, the press helped to give that unity a national 

narrative. 

National identities do not exist alone, but rather in concert with many other identities. In 

this marketplace of identities, it is necessary for the nation to take on ontology in order to stand 

out as the salient identity among political, linguistic and cultural competitors. As popular politics 

took hold of Europe in the 20th century, so popular messaging became a key element in politics 

and in uniting classes behind the idea of a nation with a political and cultural zeitgeist. Just as 

marketers tried to distil their product into a simple message, so nations began to condense their 

messaging into more accessible packages for mass consumption.502 The notion of rebranding a 

nation may seem strange as it conflicts with what Girard has called “the [notion of a] superior 

                                                        
501 “Con 33,059 Boletines Se Ha Cerrado Nuestro Concurso Para La XI Vuelta a Catalunya.” El Mundo 
Deportivo. September 8, 1929. 

502 Interestingly a previous world’s fair had seen Brazil make active use of sport in its own place branding, 
for more on football and Brazilian identity see Goldblatt, David. Futebol Nation: The Story of Brazil 
through Soccer. Nation Books, 2014. 
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dignity of statehood”503 and the idea that, while products can change their “brand,” nations are 

somehow “immutable.”504 Historical evidence suggests that all nations rebrand. Spain itself had 

changed its method of governance, it’s geographical spread, its flag, and its head of state many 

times in the preceding decades. As the Second Republic emerged, a significant reimagining of the 

Catalan nation occurred, now no longer articulating itself only against Spain, but also to its 

citizens and the rest of Europe, Catalonia began to employ new tools for the creation of its 

“brand”.  The Catalan nation that the ERC was building had its foundations in a cross class and 

progressive identity. The Volta provided a vehicle for spreading that national brand, both to the 

people of Catalonia outside of Barcelona and to the world at large.  

Key to its effectiveness as a part of rebranding Catalonia was the efficiency of the Volta 

organization.   Through hosting an efficiently run spectacle and promoting “sportsmanlike” 

conduct, the ERC could do away with the so called “black legend” that the Pyrenees marked the 

border of civilized Europe with the chaotic or uncivilized rest of the world. In cycling, Catalan 

elites found a modern, industrial and European sport that allowed it to demonstrate that it was a 

modern, industrial and European nation. Stadium stated “this race exceeds all others celebrated in 

Spain…[especially with regard to] the quality of the foreigners in the Volta.”505 The exemplary 

organization of the race surprised foreigners who noted that “nothing in their own countries 

exceeded the race’s organization… noting that this did not fit with the image of Spanish cycling 

in the rest of Europe.” 506 By organizing a successful and well run race, the Catalan elites could 

                                                        
503 Girard, Michel. "States, diplomacy and image making: what is new? Reflections on current British and 
French experiences." In a conference on Image, State and International Relations, London School of 
Economics, vol. 24. 1999. 

504 Olins, Wally. “Branding the Nation — the Historical Context.” The Journal of Brand Management, 9, 
no. 4 (April 1, 2002). 

505 “Al Margen de La IX Vuelta a Cataluna.” Stadium. September 15, 1927. 

506 Ibid. 
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promote their efficient and workmanlike self-image, apart from Spain, and align themselves with 

industrious nations of Europe.  This external articulation was as important and useful in the 

building of the nation as the internal messaging of the race.  

The branding was meant for both domestic and European audiences. By reforming 

conceptions of the disorganization and amateurism of cycling (and life in general) south of the 

Pyrenees, the Volta helped to spread an image of a European and modern Catalonia. At the same 

time, Torres’ correspondence with the race organizers further north not only brought their riders 

south, but also made the case for the incorporation of Catalan riders and teams in major races 

such as the Tour de France.507 In his correspondence with the organizers of French cycling, 

Torres explicitly differentiated between the quality and quantity of cycling “aficionados” and 

riders in Catalonia and those in the rest of the peninsula.508 He hoped that by bringing French 

riders to Catalonia, he could bring Catalonia into Europe.  Torres’ efforts were supported 

financially by the government and the Catalan industrialists. Not only did the incorporation of 

riders serve to create heroes and sell the nation, but the use of Catalan sponsors and equipment 

served to increase the brand awareness of Catalan products in the rest of Europe. There is no 

stronger example of the use of the race to sell Catalonia than the inclusion of the Exposició 

Internacional de Barcelona as the finish of the race.509 This occurred first in September 1929 

when the World’s fair was still taking place in the 118 hectare site in Montjuïc. Here, the 20 

European nations present as well as the USA and Japan, could not help but witness the modern 

Catalan sporting spectacle and be impressed with Cañardo’s romp to victory.510  The race was 

                                                        
507 Ibid. Ramon Torres. “Le Tour de France,” September 1927. Correspondecia Ramon Torres. Volta 
Archive.  

508 Ramon Torres. “Le Tour de France,” September 1927. Correspondecia Ramon Torres. Volta Archive. 

509 The Sports section of this event was run by none other than Narcis Masferrer, the seemingly 
omnipresent Catalan Sports booster and organizer.  

510 “XI Vuelta Ciclista a Catalunya.” La Vanguardia. 15th September 1929. 
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part of a process of selling Catalonia to the world and bringing the world to Catalonia. By placing 

cyclesport front and centre on the stage which Catalonia used to speak to the world, the 

exposition showed the integral role that sport played in constituting a modern Catalan identity and 

in the image that Catalonia wished to present of itself to the watching world.  

The Volta, Catalan Identity and Spain 

In addition to tracking the politics of Catalanism through the Volta, we can also track the 

shifting relationship with Spain and Spanish identity. Just as the Lliga Regionalista began with 

the aim of leading Spain before the ERC and others took up the Senyera and agitated for greater 

autonomy, the same repositioning is visible in the Volta. In 1912, Masferrer initially went to great 

lengths to explain that “this is not an exclusivists endeavour”; rather “it is one in which the most 

valuable goal is the fraternity of the peoples of different places fighting for a title which bears the 

holy and venerable name of Spain."511  Indeed, he was running the Volta as a precursor to his 

proposed Vuelta a España. This vanguard positioning is evident in the Volta and in the politics of 

the Lliga.  Just as the Lliga’s attempts to modernize Spain from Barcelona met with resistance 

from entrenched interests in Madrid, so did Masferrer’s leadership of the UVE and his proposals 

for the Vuelta a España that he tried and failed to set up in 1913. Masferrer attempted to set up a 

Spanish Vuelta based in Barcelona, using Catalan money and much of the infrastructure he had 

developed with the Volta. His aim was to consolidate the role of the UVE as Spain’s sole 

governing body for cyclesport. This proposal for a “tour of Spain” contained unrestrained 

statements of Catalan superiority, such as the claim by Masferrer that Madrid merited nothing 

more than a single stage finish and that Barcelona was the cultural and cycling capital of the 

                                                        
511 Narcis Masferrer. El Mundo Deportivo, March 28, 1912. Quoted in López, Bernat. “The Failed Vuelta 
Ciclista a España of 1913 and the Launching of the Volta a Catalunya (1911–1913): Centre Versus 
Periphery in the Struggle for the Governance of Cycling in Early Twentieth-Century Spain.” Sport in 
History 30, no. 4 (2010): 547–69. 
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nation.512 Contrary to the desires of Masferrer, the Vuelta’s Madrileño administrators insisted on 

the headquartering of the race and the organization, in the Spanish capital, despite the obvious 

benefits of using the existing structures built for the Volta. In the ensuing debate, the Vuelta was 

lost entirely for another two decades, in which time the Volta established itself as the foremost 

cycling event on the peninsula and Barcelona and Madrid grew apart. 

 Just as in industry and arguably in culture, Catalonia carried the flag in cycling and the 

rest of the peninsula followed behind. Even before there were races, Catalonia used cycling to 

show its modernity and strength.  In 1908 (the same year as Spain’s first bicycle stage race) El 

Mundo Deportivo reported that local cycling bodies summoned a “Catalan cycling army” ‘to 

gather at once as many cyclists as possible . . . in order to show in an indisputable way . . . the 

importance that cycling has achieved in our region”. However, the publication reported that the 

organizers refuted any separatist intentions: “it is not our will, God refrain me from this! To 

singularize, because in the field of sport we don’t admit any borders.”513  Masferrer’s repeated 

attempts at founding a Spanish tour did not go unnoticed in the Catalan press that, in general, 

supported these reinforcements of the political discourse. The race was granted Spanish national 

championship status in 1932 and Stadium asked if the Volta was not “really the tour of Spain?”514 

This showed a willingness on the part of Madrid and Barcelona to let the Catalans lead and the 

rest of the nation follow their example. Despite the fact that Masferrer would ultimately be 

                                                        
512 López, Bernat. “The Failed Vuelta Ciclista a España of 1913 and the Launching of the Volta a 
Catalunya (1911–1913): Centre Versus Periphery in the Struggle for the Governance of Cycling in Early 
Twentieth-Century Spain.” Sport in History 30, no. 4 (2010): 547–69. I 

513 The event was foiled by poor weather. El Mundo Deportivo, March 5, 1908. Quoted in López, Bernat. 
“The Failed Vuelta Ciclista a España of 1913 and the Launching of the Volta a Catalunya (1911–1913): 
Centre Versus Periphery in the Struggle for the Governance of Cycling in Early Twentieth-Century Spain.” 
Sport in History 30, no. 4 (2010): 547–69. 

514 “La VI Vuelta Ciclista a Cataluna.” Stadium. June 15, 1924. in the same year that El Heraldo de Madrid 
tried to Launch just such a race 
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frustrated in his attempts to start a tour of Spain, his race led the way for cyclesport in Spain and 

Madrid would later host its own national tour.   

 In 1924, Madrid tried, and failed, to set up its own race having rejected Masferrer’s 

attempt to start the Vuelta a España from Barcelona in 1913. Despite this, a desire to grow the 

stature of the sport and increase the quality of Spanish riders with higher-level races, allowed for 

a tour of Spain to emerge in 1935 once the UES had taken the reigns of the Volta from the 

slighted Masferrer. Correspondence between the UES, and Juan Pujol,515 of the right wing 

nationalist Madrid newspaper “Informaciones” (which was responsible for the Vuelta), shows the 

considerable advice the latter solicited from the former in establishing a race. Pujol’s event aimed 

to build “a spirit of fraternity among the regions,” 516 as well as promote national industry and 

tourism,517 but this spirit of fraternity was to be directed from Madrid. The first edition of the 

Spanish national bicycle race in 1935 took place in a Spain that was in a crisis of political, 

national and constitutional identity. This was reflected in the first Vuelta’s partisan organizing 

committee, which was stacked with the members of the right wing government.518 Masferrer, the 

godfather of Iberian cycling and sports media, and the most experienced and knowledgeable race 

organizer on the continent, was snubbed by a less experienced, but more politically cohesive, 

group in Madrid. 

                                                        
515 Pujol was a conservative catholic deputy for the party Accion Popular, a writer and a journalist. During 
the Republic he wrote the manifesto for the Sanjurada, a right wing rising which occurred under general 
Sanjuro in Seville. Pujol’s support suggests that he was at best, partially committed to democracy and 
perhaps favoured the “catasrophist” ideal of government overthrow over the “accidentalist” idea of working 
through the institutions of government. He was killed during the Civil War. Casanova, Julián. The Spanish 
Republic and Civil War. Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010. 

516 Pujol, Juan. “La Vuelta a Espana,” April 3, 1935. Correspondencia ,Volta Archive. 

517 Interestingly the cycle race around Spain was preceded by a more overtly militaristic nationalist 
endeavour, a tour of Spain in military aircraft “La Tercera Vuelta a Espana Por Patrullas de Aviones 
Militares.” La Vanguardia. June 28, 1934. 

518 López, Bernat. “Sport, Media, Politics and Nationalism on the Eve of the Spanish Civil War: The First 
Vuelta Ciclista a Espana (1935).” The International Journal of the History of Sport 27, no. 4 (2010): 635–
57. 
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 The first Vuelta came at a time when a newspaper stood to gain much less from setting 

up a race than in decades before, now that print media no longer enjoyed a monopoly on sports 

reporting and increased sales were far from certain. The Vuelta of 1935 was funded and 

organized by Informaciones, an extremely conservative newspaper that had links to Nazi 

Germany.519 The Spanish race had an explicit and clear political project; Lopez argues that "the 

main aim of Informaciones when setting it [the Vuelta] up was not of an economic nature but 

rather of a political-ideological one."520 If the goal was to enforce a narrative of physical 

superiority, or at least equality, with Northern Europe, this was not achieved; the cold weather 

and last minute timing of the event did not suit the peninsular riders. The Orange Leader’s jersey 

only spent one day on home shoulders, with the other 13 stages dominated by  the Belgian 

Gustaaf Deloor.  Deloor would go on to win, relegating Cañardo (now relabelled as the Spanish 

hero by Pujol’s press) to second place, over 12 minutes in arrears.  Easily identifiable by their 

black numbers on a white background (a colour scheme reversed for foreigners), the Spaniards 

had done little to assert themselves in this first “national” tour.  Despite this, the event enjoyed a 

high spectator turnout and a favourable press reception, except in Catalonia.521 The success of the 

Vuelta was short-lived. Where Catalans had grown accustomed to seeing home victories, and 

despite the best efforts of Pujol to evoke an image of an isolated Quixotic hero fighting alone 

against overwhelming odds, the Vuelta had not delivered the desired outcome.522 There was not 

                                                        
519 Gijón, Mario Martin. “Nazismo Y Antisemitismo En La Literatura Falangista. En Torno a Poemas de La 
Alemania Eterna (1940).” Vanderbilt E-Journal of Luso-Hispanic Studies 6 (2011).  

520 López, Bernat. “Sport, Media, Politics and Nationalism on the Eve of the Spanish Civil War: The First 
Vuelta Ciclista a Espana (1935).” The International Journal of the History of Sport 27, no. 4 (2010): 644 

521 Lopez’ analysis shows that the reception of the event in the Catalan press was more scathing, perhaps 
this was a dismissal of an unpopular regime in Madrid or perhaps experience with the superior organization 
of the Volta Ibid.   

522 During the Second Republic Catalonia played host to and dominated many Spanish national 
Championships with Cañardo reigning supreme in 1930, 1931, 1933 and 1936 and Barcelona playing host 
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even the usual narrative of a hard fought battle; the Belgians seemed to win with consummate 

ease.  

 The 1935 Vuelta received substantial support from the government, both in Madrid and 

Barcelona, totalling 20,000- 30,000 pesetas from the Generalitat and a further 20,000 from the 

city of Barcelona, and between 62,000 and 75,000 from the Ministry of Public Works in 

Madrid.523 It is worth noting that this support came from the Catalan legislative assembly that was 

placed in power by the government in Madrid following the events of October 1934. The 

explicitly Spanish nature of the Vuelta, with its center right wing centrist agenda, was far from 

popular in the streets of Barcelona. El Be Negre, a radical periodical based in Barcelona, pulled 

no punches in its cutting analysis of the Vuelta’s propaganda, pronouncing, "the first subsidized 

tour of Spain has begun; it is organized and funded by March's524 daily, vote for him!"525 Lopez’ 

quantitative analysis of the press in both Madrid and Barcelona shows a strong support for the 

race on the right of the political spectrum and among Castilian nationalist publications, mirrored 

by a much less positive reception among the Catalan and leftist media.526 Right from its creation 

the race was transparently political and offered fewer heroes, even for those who supported its 

Castilian message.  

                                                                                                                                                                     

to two of these victories (1930 and 1933) both in promoting and competing, Catalonia led and Madrid 
followed. 

523 Ibid.  

524 This refers to Juan Alberto March Ordinas a banker and ex royalist who was an important backer of the 
Spanish right during the Civil War and Second Republic.  

525 El Be Negre, May 1, 1935. 2 Quoted in López, Bernat. “Sport, Media, Politics and Nationalism on the 
Eve of the Spanish Civil War: The First Vuelta Ciclista a Espana (1935).” The International Journal of the 
History of Sport 27, no. 4 (2010): 635–57. 

526 López, Bernat. “Sport, Media, Politics and Nationalism on the Eve of the Spanish Civil War: The First 
Vuelta Ciclista a Espana (1935).” The International Journal of the History of Sport 27, no. 4 (2010): 640-
641 
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 This conservative Catalan support for the Vuelta changed in 1936. As power was 

returned to the Generalitat by a new regime in Madrid, and the popular front Catalan government 

of the ERC took office, the treasury of the Generalitat withdrew its support from Pujol’s race. 

This withdrawal of backing was mirrored in Catalan sporting associations. The UES, having 

aided with the organization of the first Vuelta, withdrew its support and advice from a race that 

carried a centralizing message and a negative image in Barcelona. Not only did the race make 

Catalan riders look bad, it reflected negatively on the whole nation.  Lest the political motivations 

of the race and those of the nation need a more explicit link to be made, Claridad’s April 1936 

edition dubbed the Spanish tour the "Straperlo II Vuelta."527  The Catalan cycling community 

attempted to lead Spain but on finding their efforts rebuked, they returned to solidify their own 

successes.  

Conclusions 

Of the 34 starters in the first Volta in 1911, only 26 would arrive back in Barcelona at the 

finish. The victor was the Tarragonese Sebastià Masdeu, he had also won two of the three stages. 

The podium was rounded out by another Catalan and a Basque. Ruiz, noted as the most 

distinguished rider from the rest of Spain, only made an impact with a victory on the second stage 

but fell behind in the overall classification. The industrial provinces that led the national economy 

made a clear case for themselves as sporting leaders too.  What began as a small race in 

Barcelona would soon become a much bigger and more important phenomenon, not only for the 

riders and the fans but also for the media, the sponsors and the nation of Catalonia.  

The Volta a Catalunya provided a platform for the dissemination of a national message 

across classes.  The race was a middle class project with working class participants and 

                                                        
527  The Straperlo affair pertained to a fraudulent roulette and the corruption of certain ministers in allowing 
it to continue. Ultimately it destroyed the credibility of Lerroux’s anti Catalanist Radical Republican party 
in October 1935.  Quoted in López, Bernat. “Sport, Media, Politics and Nationalism on the Eve of the 
Spanish Civil War: The First Vuelta Ciclista a Espana (1935).” The International Journal of the History of 
Sport 27, no. 4 (2010): 635–57 
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government support, much like the national project. During the Republic, it allowed participants 

and fans alike to perform a left republican cross class Catalan identity. The Volta had a support 

base drawn from all the social and geographical components of Catalonia, just like the ERC. The 

race became an embodiment of the popular Catalan identity that was a core concept of the ERC’s 

national message in the Second Republic. The Volta served many functions in the creation of a 

nation: it drew limits around the physical boundaries, increased the circulation of the press, 

reinforced a national history which led to a nationalist present, created shared experiences and 

common heroes, enforced a narrative of superiority and helped brand the nation at home and 

abroad. The Volta was articulated to Europe and to Catalonia, and played an active role in 

defining a nation that was rapidly remodelling and growing to accept new classes and migrant 

groups during a period of economic and political change. As Catalan politics and those in Madrid 

fluctuated closer and further away as governments changed, so the Volta grew from a precursor to 

a Spanish race to an assertion of the ability of the ERC to achieve lofty goals through the use of 

cross class rhetoric and with the support of civil society. This simmering sporting rivalry was put 

on ice in 1936 as conflict spread from the road to the streets, and bicycles were exchanged for 

bullets in Spain’s Civil War. Many of the Volta’s heroes would never return to competition again, 

and the result of the Civil War would nullify the ambitions and potential for growth of both the 

Volta and the cross class Catalonia that it represented. 
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Chapter 5. 

Sokol Youth Organizations: Els Falcons and Palestra

 In the Second Republic, Catalan mass physical culture took on a new element. Where 

once cities had competed to form the highest and most elegant tower in their respective Plaças on 

feast days, young people in the Second Republic gathered to perform mass physical cultural 

endeavours in displays of national, and international, solidarity. The techniques these young 

people used were not a uniquely Catalan innovation; rather their methods were imported from 

another nationalist movement elsewhere in Europe. Following the ideals of the Sokol movement, 

with its roots in Prague, Palestra and Els Falcons were Catalanist youth groups that would fuse 

physical culture and ideals of citizenship in the construction of a broad-based republican 

nationalism. Tens of thousands of members joined over 400 sections in what became the largest 

nationalist youth movement in republican Catalonia.  

Nationalist youth movements were a common feature of the era from the Boy Scouts to 

the Italian Balilla movement to the Hitler Youth. For the Catalanist republicans, the Czech 

Sokol528 movement, seemed to offer the perfect fusion of physical and national identities.  The 

Sokols were sport and physical culture associations that specialized in mass gymnastic exercises 

for young men and women. As well as physical culture, they provided perhaps the most evident 

fusion of modern political culture, education in the democratic values of citizenship, national 

identity and physical culture. La Libertat, undertook to explain to its readers “what a Sokol is and 

what it does” in 1932. Its summary is as good as any that I can offer. The article stated that the 

Sokol’s main goal is “the harmonious development of the human body and spirit” along with “the 

ideals of the French revolution” and “discipline and control of the body.” 529  

                                                        
528 Sokol literally translates to eagle or falcon. 

529 Alfonso Kuntz. “El Proximo Congreso Del Sokol.” La Libertad, May 7, 1932. 
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This chapter will insert a discussion of the Sokols into the wider discussion of the 

building of republican Catalan identity and into the pantheon of other international physical 

cultural and sporting bodies with a clear political agenda. Although there was much contemporary 

writing on the Sokols530, it seems that the Sokols have slipped through the hands of history. The 

Sokol movement offered the republican left an important tool in the nationalization of young 

people. Unlike traditional sport the Sokol focused on physical, and intellectual, development of 

the individual and was not based entirely around competition. Unlike gymnastics the Sokol 

movement focused on activities of the group rather than the individual. In contrast to the German 

Turnen movement, this mass form of physical culture was rooted in ideas of democracy and 

citizenship rather than discipline. During the Second Republic, the Sokol movement played an 

important role in creating young Catalans who were both fit and healthy and engaged as citizens 

in a democracy.  

The two major Catalan Sokol organizations were Palestra and els Falcons. Palestra was a 

republican, nationalist and cross class youth group which strongly believed in the cause of the 

Catalan nation. . The organization would command over 400 sections at its peak and have 

influence all over Catalonia531. Pompeu Fabra stated that “Palestra is an association which has 

combined partisans of many different, and [traditionally] opposed groups: secular Catalanists and 

the religious, moderates and radicals, Catholics and anti-Catholics.”532 .  At times certain 

members of  Palestra made calls for independence went beyond the desires of the ERC but its 

publications and rhetoric were closely aligned to the cross class democratic nationalism of the 

ERC. Palestra built on the example of the Czech Sokol and aimed to provide young people with 

                                                        
530 See Jandásek, Ladislav. “The Sokol Movement in Czechoslovakia.” The Slavonic and East European 
Review 11, no. 31 (July 1, 1932): 65–80. doi:10.2307/4202739. Among others  

531 Castells, Victor. El 6 d’Octubre: Palestra I Batista I Roca. Barcelona: Episodis de la historia, 2000. 
 
532 “Sobre La Nueva Entidad Catlanista.” El Siglo Futuro, December 29, 1930. 
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an education, physical culture and professional skills. All of these programs were tied with 

lessons in Catalan language, history and identity. As such Palestra offered a social sphere for 

young people in which a democratic Catalan identity seemed obvious. 

 Els Falcons were more closely linked to the Catholic Church but also explicitly 

supported both Catalan nationalism and democracy along the lines of the Unión Democrática de 

Cataluña533. They were founded by Albert Bonet I Magurat, a priest who also founded the 

Federació de Joves Cristians de Catalunya (FJCC). However the organization did not explicitly 

limit its membership to young Catholics and it was committed to teaching a democratic and cross 

class Catalan identity to its members. Rather than aiming to create a Catholic Catalonia as an 

alternative to the existing, democratic, conception of the nation, they aimed to participate in the 

web of civil society that supported Catalan identity and, in doing so to normalize their faith and 

show its compatibility with democratic Catalanism. 

A history of the Sokol movement 

The first Sokol was founded in 1864 by Miroslav Tyrs534 and Jindrich Fugner,535 in what 

was then a part of Austria-Hungary. Although the Sokol claimed to be “above politics,” they 

meant this in the partisan squabbling sense. Thus, Sokols clearly played a key role in the 

development of a mass citizen base for Czech political nationalism. The Sokols took on both men 

                                                        
533 Manuel Carrasco Formiguera, a member of this party, and himself and ardent Catholic and Catalanist 
held the office of Counselor for Health and Wellbeing in the Generalitat from April to December 1931. 
This, along with the actions of els Falcons, suggests that there was something of a movement within the 
more progressive parts of the Catholic Church to embrace Republicanism, Catalanism and public health. 
 
534 Česká obec Sokolská. Le Sokol tchécoslovaque. Prague, 1932. Tyrs was an interesting character, a 
nationalist, a professor, an art critic and a theorist of education and gymnastics. He served as gymnastic 
director at first but his rhetoric and writing defined the movement. Even his death (he left on a hike and was 
found dead at the bottom of a valley) was far from mundane.  

535 Fugner was a German businessman who devoted the last part of his life and most of his fortune to the 
Czech cause 
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and women536 of various social classes and political backgrounds. Among the members of the 

Sokol, there was absolute equality regardless of class or political affiliation and all “brothers and 

sisters” used the informal forms of address in their conversations. According to one historian, 

“unlike the older elitist Czech clubs...[the Sokols] rooted their membership in the petty 

bourgeoisie and working classes.”537.  The goal of the movement was the “harmonious 

development of every individual’s capacities, both physical and mental.”538 To this end, they 

organized group exercise539 and (following competition for members from other gymnastic 

societies in the 1890s) a broader cultural program of lectures, musical performances and libraries. 

In many ways, they resembled the Catalan ateneus, but where the Sokols began with sport and 

added cultural elements, the ateneu movement did the reverse. After national independence in 

1918, the Sokols aimed to help create a democratic, athletic and educated citizen base for the 

emerging Czech nation, teaching restraint, mutual respect, and collective self-image through 

noncompetitive group exercise. The Sokol groups were prohibited from teaching overt 

religious540 or Communist doctrine (religion was seen as a private, not political issue), but 

otherwise the movement encouraged political participation, regardless of party affiliation. The 

Sokol groups themselves were democratically organized and aimed to serve as  “schools of 

citizenship” for the young Republic.541 Members of the groups had to pass a 6 month probation 

                                                        
536 albeit the women had to fight for inclusion Claire Nolte. “Every Czech a Sokol! Feminism and 
Nationalism in the Czech Sokol Movement.” Austrian History Yearbook XXIV (1993): 79–100. 

537 Claire Nolte. “Every Czech a Sokol! Feminism and Nationalism in the Czech Sokol Movement.” 
Austrian History Yearbook XXIV (1993): 79–100. 

538 Jandásek, Ladislav. “The Sokol Movement in Czechoslovakia.” The Slavonic and East European 
Review 11, no. 31 (July 1, 1932): 65–80. doi:10.2307/4202739. 

539 their first mass rally in 1895 had over 4,000 gymnasts performing en masse 

540 The church established a rival "Orel" (eagle) group to challenge the Sokols' agnostic nationalism  

541 Alfons Maseras. “La Humanització de La Joventut.” Diario de Tarragona, August 7, 1930. 
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period without voting before being fully admitted to the federal, democratic, structure of the 

greater Sokol. 663,702 young Czechs had done so by 1930,542 making this a formidable and 

influential movement. 

 

Figure 5 Sokol exercises in Barcelona 

 

What makes the Sokols of particular interest is that, unlike other national youth 

movements of the time, they had a focus on physical culture and democracy, rather than pseudo 

military discipline or excursionism. The Sokols were making citizens, not soldiers. Their 

formation exercises were much closer to dancing and gymnastics than marching. While the 

influence of the Boy Scouts, and later the Hitler Youth, cannot be denied, such groups do not fall 

under the banner of sports and physical culture. Young men had learned nationalism and 

                                                        
542 Česká obec Sokolská. Le Sokol tchécoslovaque. Prague, 1932. 
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discipline through preparing for conflict with other nations for centuries, and these groups were 

an extension of this trend. What made the Sokol, and the movement of which they were part, 

distinct, is the idea of bettering one’s body and one’s mind for a better nation that helped to form 

a better world. In this case, sport is not a part of a general “civilizing process”; rather, physical 

culture was deliberately mobilized and consciously formed to aid in the creation of citizens. The 

fraternal, noncompetitive and international physical culture of the Sokol movement appealed to 

the ERC’s left republican self-image and the ideals behind its vision for Catalan nationalism.  The 

Sokol movement, and popular sport in general, allowed Catalonia to coexist with other nations 

under the umbrella of a greater popular and progressive identity. The Sokol did not promote an 

exclusive and chauvinist nationalism, and neither did the ideals of the ERC. 

There was a clear nationalist element to the Sokol discourse. Alongside preparing the 

youth for committing themselves physically to the service of building a stronger nation, the Sokol 

reinforced the idea that the world was naturally subdivided into nations that allowed humanity to 

find meaning and a way of belonging to a group. The Czech Sokols embraced both men and 

women and young and old, but they only accepted those of Slavonic descent with demonstrable 

loyalty to the Czech nation (meetings ended with a cry of  “lasti zdar!” (glory to the 

fatherland).543  As one contemporary stated, “A nation which was gathering all its strength for the 

final struggle of liberation needed, above all, physical strength and capacity, discipline and 

harmony, and enthusiasm for the common cause.”544 The use of physical culture provided a way 

of easily communicating national identity to the working classes, contemporary discourse 

highlighted the mobilizing ability of the Sokol with one writer stating that: “The Sokol concept, 

                                                        
543 This racial nationalism was absent from the Catalan iteration of the Sokols and, although clearly present 
in early Sokol writing doesn’t seem to have played a huge part in their ideology. International Sokol 
gatherings did not attempt to enforce any form of racial hierarchy.  

544 Jandásek, Ladislav. “The Sokol Movement in Czechoslovakia.” The Slavonic and East European 
Review 11, no. 31 (July 1, 1932): 65–80. doi:10.2307/4202739 75 
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accessible and comprehensible to the masses, fell like a spark into a slumbering Czech 

society.”545 The physical manifestation of unity, offer of education, and lack of specific party 

political agenda made the Sokol a unique environment where classes could come together and a 

nation could be formed with a basic political agreement.  

Tyrs, having read Darwin, felt that, in order to avoid the harsh judgment of evolution, his 

nation needed to become fitter and stronger.  It was the Sokols who would “prepare new 

generations for the decisive struggle”546 and create what Tyrs called “a new race, stouter than its 

predecessors.”547 Tyrs was concerned that the movement not “degenerate into empty formal 

patriotism”548 and become merely an analogue for other racial youth movements that excluded 

many citizens and divided, rather than united, nations. Sokol literature listed democracy, social 

justice, progressivism and a national program as key pillars of the Sokol system and the nation 

that was supported by it549.   

While the Sokols occasionally made appearances in international gymnastics events (they 

enjoyed success in the gymnastics events at the Antwerp (1920), Paris (1924) and Amsterdam 

(1928) Olympiads), competition among the members of the Sokol was discouraged. The focus 

was on collective development and the bettering of the community, not the individual. The 

Sokols’ only exhibition and competition was in collective events and parades, rather than 

individual contests. These events focused on mass gymnastics in which every individual played a 

                                                        
545 Tereza Novakova,. “Stare Upominky Sokolske.” In  L. Jandasek Vzpominky Na Dr. Mir. Tyrk,, , 
translated by Claire Nolte. Prague: Matice ceska, 1934 

546 Jandásek, Ladislav. “The Sokol Movement in Czechoslovakia.” The Slavonic and East European 
Review 11, no. 31 (July 1, 1932): 65–80. doi:10.2307/4202739. 

547 Tyrs quoted in Ibid, 74 

 

548 Ibid, 74 

549 Ibid, 74 
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part in a collective spectacle. Not only did the Sokol organization offer opportunities for the 

development of national identity within nations, it also offered gatherings at which the various 

Sokol groups throughout the world could meet. Despite their success in previous international 

sporting events, the Czech Sokols didn’t go to the Olympiad in Los Angeles as they were 

preparing for the 100th anniversary of Tyrs birth and a huge “Slet” (gathering) of Sokols in 

Prague. The 1932 Slet was a huge event with 90,000 participants, huge numbers of spectators and 

22 nations represented550. Clearly the impact of the Sokol movement has spread far beyond 

Prague. There were parades, exercises in the stadium, classes and debates. This event was the 

peak of the Sokol movement’s international reach and influence .As the Sokol movement spread, 

and its international rallies grew, being a member of a Sokol was a way to fit into an international 

democratic community as well as to learn the value of one’s own nation.. At the time, a peaceful 

future Europe was still possible and the rosy vision of a shared democratic internationalism, 

represented in a shared playing field, seemed possible.  When the members met in their local 

Sokols, the focus was on perfecting the movements and exercises laid out by the Sokol 

curriculum.  This collective betterment very much appealed to the republican Catalan nationalist 

agenda of popular sport for pubic health. The goal of the Catalan national movement was to 

improve the health and identity of the nation, not the prowess of the individuals. Popular sport 

was about increasing participation for the masses rather than the success of a few.  The Sokols fit 

perfectly into this popular sport narrative.  

Adopting the Sokol model in Catalonia 

The Catalan interest in the Sokol movement was a direct result of a 1928 article written 

by Josep Batista I Roca551 in the Revista de Catalunya552, lamented In his article, Batista surveyed 

                                                        
550 “IX Festa Federal Desl Sokols a Praga.” La Publicitat. June 21, 1932. 

551 Batista was a Catalan ethnologist and historian, he studied in the United Kingdom and in doing so 
absorbed (and later introduced to Catalonia) the influence of the Boy Scout movement. He was the founder 
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the various youth movements that were popular in other parts of Europe, in order to assess which 

would best suit the needs of the ERC’s conception of the Catalan nation. As early as 1914, Rovira 

i Virgilli included a chapter on Sokols in La nacionalització de Catalunya553. However it was the 

comparative work of Josep Batista  (published in a journal edited by Rovira i Virgilli) that 

resulted in the increase of interest and participation in the Sokol movement. The article drew clear 

parallels between the UK and Catalonia, with its claim that that “all great nations suffer crises.”554 

The narrative which Batista’s writing presents for Catalonia is one of decline, but a decline in line 

with great powers which will rise again to international prominence. Above all, Batista claimed 

that Catalan young people suffered from a “basic lack of unity at the basis of their character,”555 

which in turn caused a lack of identity and a pervasive individualism.  Crucially, it is a European 

and not Iberian narrative that Batista set Catalonia within. Having established the faults of the 

Catalan youth, Batista’s piece sets out across Europe to search for a suitable youth movement to 

rectify these problems.  

                                                                                                                                                                     

of the Minyons de Muntanya and later Palestra. He became involved in Catalan clandestine military 
movements and the events of October 1934 which saw him imprisoned.   

552 Batista I Roca, Josep Maria. “Les Organitzacions per a L’educacio de La Joventut a L’estranger.” 
Revista de Catalunya, no. 45 (March 1928). The monthly periodical was founded by Antoni Rovira i Virgil 
as a soapbox for catalaniste culture 

553 Xavier Pujadas. “Sport, Ideology and Transnational Movements: The Case of the Relationship between 
the Czechoslovakian Sokols and the Catalan Popular Sports Movement (1912-1936).” Gorzow, POL, 2008. 

554 Batista I Roca, Josep Maria. “Les Organitzacions per a L’educacio de La Joventut a L’estranger.” 
Revista de Catalunya, no. 45 (March 1928)266 

555 “aquest manca basica d’unitat que hi ha en el fons del nostre character” .Batista I Roca, Josep Maria. 
“Les Organitzacions per a L’educacio de La Joventut a L’estranger.” Revista de Catalunya, no. 45 (March 
1928)266 
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Figure 6 A chart produced by Batista illustrating the origin, cause and possible 

remedies for failings in the Catalan youth 

Once Batista’s work had incorporated Catalonia into a European sense of decline, he 

looked to Europe for solutions. He observed the Italian Balliles as the first possible solution. 

However, the Fascist youth movement was quickly dismissed as being fundamentally formed for 

“military preparation [of the youth], which is a different goal from our own.”556.  This step is 

perhaps more political than practical, the aim being to differentiate a Catalan republican youth 

movement with a national goal from the fascist youth movements (the Hitler youth are not even 

mentioned in the article). Clearly such organizations came with negative associations for a 

democratic national identity such as that being constructed in Catalonia. Batista was more 

complementary about the Boy Scouts, although they were also highly militaristic, with their 

structure based upon Baden-Powell’s time in the British army. Batista liked the non religious and 

autonomous structure of the scouting movement however. Despite their British peculiarities, he 

felt that something of their model could be used in Catalonia, and, indeed Batista founded a scout 

                                                        
556 “preparacio military wue els aparta del nostre objectiu” Batista I Roca, Josep Maria. “Les 
Organitzacions per a L’educacio de La Joventut a L’estranger.” Revista de Catalunya, no. 45 (March 
1928)252 
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troop in Catalonia in 1928. By dismissing the Italian example, Batista went some way to clearly 

differentiating Catalonia from the response to the perceived crisis offered by European fascism, 

and to aligning with a modern, democratic and more economically successful tendency in youth 

groups and politics. Although he did express support for some of the ideas of the scouting 

movement, it was the more cross class and explicitly national Sokols that fascinated Batista and 

occupied the bulk of his work.  

 Batista’s detailed account of the Sokols consumed the majority of his article and 

revealed the value he perceived in their use for the nationalization of young people in Catalonia. 

Repeatedly, Batista mentions the sense of “solidarity” and “discipline” he perceived in the young 

people at a Sokol gathering he witnessed. He praised their commitment to the development of 

physically fit and well educated democratic citizens and strong members of a growing nation. 

This movement, and the young people who grew from it, would become the “saviour of the 

Czech people.”557 Tyrs’ own rhetoric was very much aligned with the goal of nationalization; he 

stated that “a nation can only exist when individuals make their own interests subordinate to the 

general interest.”558  As Batista saw it, tuhe basic egalitarian and democratic ideology of the 

movement was summarized in a simple series of moral requests the Sokol made of its members. 

They were asked to “tell the truth, love their country, fight against slavery and serve both the 

nation and humanity.”559 This ideology was spread through the local and provincial units that 

made up the Sokol, as well as their press and mass Sokol gatherings in front of huge crowds, all 

                                                        
557 “la salvacio del poble txec” Batista I Roca, Josep Maria. “Les Organitzacions per a L’educacio de La 
Joventut a L’estranger.” Revista de Catalunya, no. 45 (March 1928)253 

558 “solament pot subsistir una nacio en que tots els seus individus apiguen subordinar llurs interessos 
particulars a l’interes general” Batista I Roca, Josep Maria. Ibid, 266 

559 “manten-te en la veritat, estima la patria, rebutja l’esclavitud, serveix la nacio I la humnaitat” Batista I 
Roca, Josep Maria. “Ibid,261 
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of which Batista chronicled in detail in his piece. This progressive idea of a nation within a 

greater world aligned closely with ERC ideals. 

For Batista, the exercise program was ideal to achieve these goals. The program had the 

goal of health, not strength and to be designed by faculty from the University of Prague’s Medical 

department. They aimed for nothing less than “the perfect function… of the human body, 

especially the heart and lungs.”560 This perfect body was to be crafted within, and dedicated to, a 

democratic nation.  Batista’s interest in replicating their model in Catalonia is clear. The 

progression of exercises is carefully laid out for each local organization, and Batista seems to 

have taken note of the movements and the justification behind each step. The Sokol dress, 

structure, composition, history, and the progression of their 5 series of exercises (and how certain 

elements differ for male and female members), are all carefully recorded in the article. Batista 

also noted that the Sokol shared intellectual influences with the Catalan physical education 

movement. Alongside the physical cultural links to Catalonia, Batista went to lengths to mention 

that the Sokols had fantastic stadia at the centre of their organization, notably the “Casa Tyrs” and 

the Prague stadium. This construction of such high status buildings would clearly appeal to the 

same Catalan industrialists who had agitated for such a stadium in Barcelona. Batista also noted 

the movement’s emphasis on progress, and the relation of this to national growth, as “no less than 

constant progress allows a small nation to avoid disappearing.”561 

Adding to the interest in the Sokols that Batista sparked, Czech representatives in Madrid 

and Catalonia were active in their advocacy for the Sokol movement and in attempts to spread it 

                                                        
560 “el desenrotllament I el perfecte funionament del cos humana, especialment del cor I dels pulmons” 
Batista I Roca, Josep Maria. “Les Organitzacions per a L’educacio de La Joventut a L’estranger.” Revista 
de Catalunya, no. 45 (March 1928)262 

561 “nomes un progress constant pot permetre a una nacio petita de desapareixer” Batista I Roca, Josep 
Maria. “Les Organitzacions per a L’educacio de La Joventut a L’estranger.” Revista de Catalunya, no. 45 
(March 1928)261 
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in Catalan elites. This promotion included showing films, donating prizes in sports events,562 and 

giving lectures on the unique, international movement that their nation had given to the world. 

Those who were invested in the ERC’s national project were doubtless aware of the precocious 

success of Czech nationalism thanks to a fascination on the part of Catalan academics with other 

nationalist movements in Europe.  It seems that Catalan elites set about selecting an appropriate 

national youth movement from a wide range of European options, and that the Sokols allowed 

them to combine a democratic nationalism with a fraternal international community. The Sokols, 

with their focus on democratic governance and citizenship, alongside physical strength and 

discipline, as well as their roots in the successful Czech national liberation movement, 

represented the best model of a youth movement for the republican left of Catalonia.  

Batista’s exploration of existing youth movements, and the conscious search for a 

suitable Catalan model, showed the efforts that were undertaken to construct a youth movement 

that would build a stronger, healthier, more Catalan, youth.  Interest in the Sokol movement in 

particular would lead to a sustained support of the Sokol concept on a national level in Catalonia 

and its incorporation into the Catalan nationalist repertoire. Not only would Tyrs’ organization 

soon have a direct analogue in the Catalan youth movements, but they also played a role in the 

addition of physical exercise to the Ateneu curriculum. The desire to appeal to all classes, and to 

make young people healthier and bolster their Catalan identity, lay behind the founding of the 

Catalan sokoliste organizations els Falcons and Palestra. The relationship with the Czechs led to 

the dispatch of a Catalan national committee to Prague in 1932.  

Another appealing element of the Sokols for Catalan nationalists was their link to Czech 

national independence. Catalan media563, both the more conservative (La Flama) and progressive 

                                                        
562 “Natacion.” El Sol, June 11, 1927. 

563 The Catalan media is explored in more depth in other chapters and in Pujadas, Xavier, and Carles 
Santacana i Torres. L’esport És Notícia: Història de La Premsa Esportiva a Catalunya (1880-1992). 
Diputació de Barcelona, 1997. 
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(La Veu de Catalunya) explicitly drew on the example of the Czech independence movement, 

both in the sphere of physical culture and in a more general sense of national liberation. In 

multiple articles, the example of Tyrs and his Sokols was held up as one that Catalonia should 

follow in order to “strengthen the race and instil nationalist ideas.”564 While the influence of the 

Sokols stretched as far as Madrid and Toledo,565 their most marked influence was in Catalonia. 

Clearly the Czechs and the Catalans shared common tools and something of a common struggle. 

It was not just the example of the physical culture of the Sokols that the Catalans looked to but 

also their role in the Czech national liberation.  

The collective movements practiced by the Sokols also offered other unique advantages 

to the Catalan national movement. Notably, the formations which the Sokols executed in their 

exercises were similar to the traditional Catalan custom of forming castells. The castell 

movement had its roots in Southern Catalonia, and dated as far back as the 17th century.566 

Although the colls castellers were based around towns rather than the nation, their model of 

collective betterment through unity made them a powerful symbol of national identity. They were 

also an important physical representation of the Catalan past, fulfilling the need that the modern 

nation had to situate itself in history.  The established place of collective physical culture in 

Catalan tradition (and the absence of similar traditional movements in the rest of Spain), meant 

that castells and their analogues were prized as part of the nation’s heritage. Sokols could build 

on this tendency in order to represent both old and new manifestations of Catalan identities.   

Castells enjoyed something of a renaissance during the Second Republic, and would have been an 

obvious parallel for those taking part in Sokol activities. This similarity gave Sokols valuable 

                                                        
564 Ramon Saburit. “Del Bloc de Viatge. Praga.” La Flama, August 30, 1933, 38 edition. 

565 “Comite de Educacion Fisica pro Sokol.” La Luz, June 7, 1932, 14. 

566 Vallespinosa, Francesc Blasi i. Els castells dels Xiquets de Valls. Cossetània Edicions, 1997. 
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leverage with traditionalists, while the role they played in Czech liberation and their more 

scientific instructional techniques brought them into the modern era.  

The Sokol, with its focus on popular improvement for the collective benefit, also fitted in 

well with Catalonia’s ateneu movement. Indeed, the two grew closer as they developed and 

matured. The ateneus were centres for popular education; they offered libraries, lectures and 

classes for those who did not have the chance to study in the more formal education institutions 

of the time. During the Second Republic, ateneus began to embrace physical culture and popular 

sports as a further way of improving the wellbeing and morality of the population. The Sokols, in 

reverse, began with physical culture and added academic and cultural studies. They also shared 

intellectual influences with the Catalan educational movement, and the idea that people could be 

empowered by a well-managed scheme of education and exercise lay at the base of all these 

ideologies. In this movement, sport was felt to be sub optimal, as it encouraged undue 

competition and the biased development of certain muscle groups over others.  Both the Sokol 

and the ateneu expanded their reach, and that of their nation, by combining physical and 

intellectual teaching with the same goal of building healthier citizens.  

Thus, Sokols offered Catalan physical culture a way to combine tradition and modernity 

in much the same way as the emerging cross class national identity allowed the nation to fuse the 

emerging proletariat with the established elites. The Sokol drew upon the castells of the past and 

Catalonia’s on-going tradition of forming collective human structures. However, the Sokol was 

much more heavily politicized, and broader in its focus on identity and the complete individual, 

than were the traditional colls Castellers. With a focus on equality and education, on citizenship 

and the bettering of the body and the mind through collective exercise of both, the Sokols were a 

perfect vehicle for an identity that emanated from a cross class, leftist government. The Sokol, 

like the ERC, placed national unity above petty politics. It relied upon physical discipline, but 

nonetheless had basic political minimums and placed a high value on democratic norms. The 
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Sokol movement cherished international fraternity, but allowed for the expression of national 

identity within a shared space with certain commonalities. To the Catalan nationalists, the Sokols 

were everything they needed, traditional, yet modern, democratic yet not party political, national 

yet internationally linked, fraternal without being communist, and most importantly of all, linked 

to an apparently succesful democratic nation.   

The Sokols in Catalonia 

The Sokol movement quickly spread from the pages of newspapers to the streets and 

halls of the nation. Both Palestra and els Falcons replicated the Sokol model in Catalonia, and 

aimed to serve the democratic nationalization movement through a combination of sport, 

education, politics and excursionism. Other youth organizations were more one-dimensional; the 

Boy Scouts de Catalunya and the Minyons de Muntanya were more strictly excursionist, and elite 

sports clubs such as FC Barcelona, as well as political youth groups, such as the Joventuts 

d'Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya, abounded, but paid little heed to identity or the 

development of citizens outside of a specific sport or political interest. What made the Sokol 

groups unique was a broader political goal (national liberation and national improvement not the 

ascent of a specific party to power), and their use of physical culture as a means to achieve this. 

The groups clearly met with some success in their pursuit of this goal, as tens of thousands of 

members and over 400 sections would emerge during the short tenure of the Second Republic.   

Sokol groups aimed to meet in their own properties, but often the demand outgrew the 

supply and construction was slow to catch up. As a result they met in church halls, trade union 

offices and sports facilities throughout Catalonia. The use of these shared spaces provide 

evidence for the multiplicity of groups supporting their efforts.  The nature of the Sokol activities 

was such that they required little in the way of equipment and costly accessories. In general, 

exercises began with the individual and moved on, through a defined curriculum, to incorporate 

small groups and then to larger group exercises. The exercises focused on the use of bodyweight 
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and the formation of a rounded and complete fitness rather than on performance or body 

sculpture.567 As such, balance and posture training were as important as strength and stamina 

work. As individuals progressed through the Sokol, they would learn how to form the basic parts 

of the mass structures and, eventually, participate in larger group activities. These activities took 

the form of human pyramids and other mass structures as well as intricate gymnastic displays 

which used minimal equipment and drew attention to the ability of a large group to act as a unit, 

rather than any one particular athlete.  

While the focus was always on the improvement of the fitness of the individual and not 

on preparation for competition, there was still a space for sports (as opposed to the major focus of 

noncompetitive physical culture) in the Catalan Sokol.  While the ideological bias towards 

physical culture was clear in Sokoliste theory, the necessity of sports for attracting young people 

in Catalonia was undeniable. Alongside this Sokol specific physical culture, Palestra and els 

Falcons fielded teams which competed in various Catalan leagues for gymnastics, wrestling and 

other team sports. These sports not only served to attract the young Catalans who were more 

enticed by football than the ideological musings of the ERC, but also served to illustrate the 

ability of the Sokols to achieve results through their model of collaborative education.  

The Sokoliste groups were organized democratically, with the general assembly of the 

organization voting on major decisions, while smaller committees of coaches and a directors’ 

panel took more procedural decisions. Any member of the Sokol, once they had passed a 

probation period, was entitled to a vote in the general assembly and could stand for election to 

office. Group physical exercises were complemented by classes, in which the members of the 

Sokol could learn about history, the Catalan language, the nature of democracy and their 

obligations as citizens, as well as various practical and professional skills. The goal was that  

                                                        
567 Josep Batista I Roca. “Les Organitzacions per a L’educacio de La Joventut a L’estranger.” Revista de 
Catalunya. March 1928. 
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young people who left the Sokol groups would not only be motivated by their Catalan identity, 

but also well equipped to serve their nation, thanks to a training regime which left them 

physically fit and with the intellectual training and capacities required to serve Catalonia, in fields 

such as nursing and engineering. The coaches of these groups were specially trained individuals 

with expertise in gymnastics or physical education, as well as familiarity with the codified 

progression of exercises outlined in Sokol manuals. Likewise, those who taught the 

accompanying classes were local schoolteachers, professors and professionals. The cross class 

appeal of Palestra and els Falcons allowed them to take middle class experts and have these 

experts teach young people from different social backgrounds. This opportunity for education as 

well as exercise gave the Sokol movement a broader appeal, and coupled national identity with 

self-improvement for young Catalans.568  

By subsuming the national identity and democratic politics into a curriculum based on 

education and exercise, the goal was that the idea of the ERC’s nation would be naturalized in the 

minds of young citizens. Sokol programs aimed to make nationalism more accessible to young 

people than speeches or newspapers. Rhetoric was replaced by a physical manifestation of unity. 

By offering education, the Sokols dramatically increased their popularity. Recent arrivals were 

educated in the Catalan language, strengthened through physical culture and embraced the 

development of a nation based upon progressive ideals. The Sokol movement made the nation 

more accessible and attractive to young people across the class spectrum in Catalonia. If the 

rhetoric of the movement is to be believed, the young people of the Sokol were more aware of the 

national program and ideas of democratic citizenship than they would have been without its 

influence. Thus, the Sokol movement attempted to make Catalan identity both wider and deeper.  

The specific methods that this movement used in order to attempt this will be explored below. 

                                                        
568 Xavier Pujadas. “Sport, Ideology and Transnational Movements: The Case of the Relationship between 
the Czechoslovakian Sokols and the Catalan Popular Sports Movement (1912-1936).” Gorzow, POL, 2008. 
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Despite important differences between the two versions of the movement in Catalonia, I will 

argue that they shared similar qualities of nationalism, democratic education and non competitive 

physical culture, making them both clearly Sokol groups.  

Allegations of links between the Sokol movement and the fascist youth movements of 

Germany and Italy were not uncommon in certain sectors of the press. Many totalitarian youth 

organizations across Europe appeared very similar to the Sokol to an inexpert observer. A closer 

investigation of the youth groups in Catalonia shows them to be closer to the ERC’s all 

embracing approach than the exclusive politics of the Hitler youth.   

Els Falcons  

Els Falcons was an initiative of the Catalan Catholic youth movement founded in 1933 

by Albert Bonet, who was appointed as director of the Barcelona diocese’s secretariat for youth in 

1931.569 Bonet was a Catholic with a doctorate in both Theology and Philosophy. Soon after his 

appointment by the bishop of Barcelona, he founded the FJCC , to bring young people into the 

political world of the Catholic Church and to create a Catalan identity among the youth. By 1932, 

the FJCC had grown further. Alongside the sokoliste Falcons, they also gave rise to the 

Avantguardistes (groups for those of 10-14 years), and publications such as El Matí and 

l’Avant.570 With their slogan of   “Catalunya serà cristiana o no sera” (Catalonia will be 

Christian or it shall not be) taken from Torras i Bages,571 the FJCC and associated movements 

were most closely aligned to the Lliga in political terms. Indeed, the relationship between Bonet 

and the Catholic conservatives was such that his involvement with the Falcons meant that they 

were often accused of conservative leanings in the press. Despite this, there seems to have been 

                                                        
569 Raguer Suñer, Hilario M, and Gerald Howson. Gunpowder and incense the Catholic Church and the 
Spanish Civil War. London; New York: Routledge, 2007.  

570 “Gimnas.” La Publicitat, July 11, 1933. 

571 A Catholic Catalaniste thinker of the late nineteenth and early 20th century. In La tradició catalana he 
outlines his ideas for a catholic national character and the almost spiritual quality of the Catlan language.  
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little in the way of explicit Catholic messaging on the part of the Falcons and they did not seem to 

restrict membership based on religion. The group seems to have been committed to the Catalan 

nation and willing to cooperate with the ERC and its popular sport movement even if it was not 

entirely aligned with it.  

It can be seen in Bonet’s article “Un viatge de cara als joves” that he was clearly 

influenced by the Sokols. The Falcons shared techniques, structure, displays and a name with the 

Czech Sokols (both names translate into English as “falcon”). Group formation exercises were 

common, and even the white uniforms with waist sashes worn by the Falcons looked similar to 

those of their Czech counterparts.  Both organizations had a defined curriculum, including a 

progressive gymnastic regime of individual and group exercises, alongside classes in citizenship 

and national history.  

The Falcon organization flourished under the Second Republic so that by 1934, the 

Consell Superior dels Falcons de Catalunya had been created under Bonet’s leadership to direct 

regional groups around Catalonia. The Falcons reached a peak in 1936, with over 11,000 young 

members spread throughout the province. The organization aimed to “Unify and discipline” the 

Catalan youth, as part of a more general mission of “moral revindication”572 of the nation. The 

groups seem to have mostly been promoted within church ranks and the catholic press, leading to 

a majority catholic membership. Falcon teams enjoyed success in wrestling573 and gymnastics,574 

and did not cloister themselves away from the popular sport contests, in fact they actively 

participated.  Perhaps inspired by the example of the Jesuits, Bonet combined his message with 

something that people desired. Bonet taught Catalan national identity on the back of physical 

culture. While their message had a stronger basis in Catholicism than that of the ERC, the group 

                                                        
572 “Gimnas.” La Publicitat, July 11, 1933. 

573 “Suplement de ‘La Cruz.’” Mes I Millor, June 14, 1935. 

574 “El Primer Concurs Catala de Gimnastica.” La Flama, December 8, 1933. 
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was clearly committed to raising a generation of young people who identified as Catalans and 

acted as citizens of a democratic nation.  

 

Figure 7 A group exercise undertaken by Els Falcons (La Flama, 15th December 

1933) 

The aim of els Falcons was to give young people identities which would inspire those 

young people to act in a more consciously “Catalan” fashion in the future, rather than to serve as 

a group which themselves intervened in the nations politics. Their identity was perhaps a little 

more conservative and traditional than that of much of the ERC but through participating in 

popular sport they aimed to tie their faith into the democratic nation and make it clear that the two 

were not mutually exclusive. For the Falcons, folklore conventions and local fairs were more 

common than political protests. Still there was undoubtedly a moral and national content to the 

gymnastics of the Falcons and such groups did encourage their youth to grow up as consciously 

Catalan and engage with Catlanisme through other channels. This lack of overt political 

engagement and visible action outside of the sphere of physical culture makes it difficult to trace 

this movement through the Civil War and to see the impact it had in the Second Republic. During 

the Civil War, the movement seemed to have split between those who put religion ahead of 

Republic and those who put their commitment to the Republic over their loyalty to Rome.  
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Despite the Falcons obvious links to Catholicism, they seem to have ignored, or perhaps 

been unaware of, the Sokol competition with the Orel (eagle) movement in Czechoslovakia. The 

latter was more confessional and enjoyed closer links to the Catholic Church. The goal of els 

falcons was to integrate their faith into democratic nationalism, not to displace the cross class idea 

of the nation with a confessional one.  Articles on the Czech nation in the catholic periodical La 

Flama575 highlight the strength of the Catholic faith in the country.576 While the Czechs, including 

those aligned with the Sokols, may have indeed been pious, the Sokols were themselves agnostic 

and promoted democracy, not religion. Without opposing religion itself, the Sokols clearly and 

actively opposed the Catholic Orels, their only real peer competitor. Given the fact that it was 

through the FJCC that Els Falcons began it seems odd that neither he, nor the catholic periodical 

La Flama makes any mention of the Orels. However, unlike the Sokol, the Orels cannot claim the 

same influential role in the creation of the Czech nation. The national and democratic motivation 

of the Sokol allowed it to have a much broader appeal and influence than the purely religious 

Orel. Furthermore if the goal of the movement was to create a democratic, cross class Catalonia 

the example of the Sokol was the one to follow.  

The combination of Catholicism and nationalism that els falcons used is rare, but not 

unique. Through the group, young people who would previously have seen their religion as 

incompatible with cross class, democratic Catalan identity were taught to re evaluate their 

connection to the nation. The incorporation of els Falcons into the web of Catalan civil society 

would also normalize their religion among their co nationalists and create a place for their faith in 

democratic Catalonia.  Links between the FJCC and the Falcons seem fairly clear. Reports of the 

activities and progress of both groups can be found in the same sections of the same catholic 

                                                        
575 The mouthpiece of the FJCC (Federació Joves Catòliques Catalans) with it’s motto “God and Catalonia” 
summing up his Personal motivations 

576 Ramon Saburit. “Del Bloc de Viatge. Praga.” La Flama, August 30, 1933, 38 edition. 
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periodicals and the Falcons are often referred to as one and the same as the FJCC or as a 

subsection of the larger Catholic youth movement “els falcons del FJCC.” 577 While the 

organization did not explicitly require Catholicism of its members, or only recruit from within 

church ranks, it seems that the association of the movement with religion was strong. With the 

left and the church far from reconciled in many ways, this may help to explain the duplication of 

sokoliste movements in Catalonia.  

Palestra  

Palestra was born of a union of republican Catalanist intellectuals in 1930.578 It was a 

similar organization to els Falcons, with a more active nationalist agenda579 and less of a 

relationship with the Church580. The leadership of the group included both political, academic and 

sports figures. For some the main focus of the group was to teach democratic norms and educate 

the youth of the nation, for others it was to serve as a school in Catalan language and history and 

for the final group Palestra was a way to improve the health and wellbeing of the working classes 

through physical culture. Some of the leadership may have wished for a more independent 

Catalonia than the ERC agitated for, but the organization showed a readiness to cooperate with 

the Generalitat.  Palestra was founded under (and opposed to) the dictatorship, 581 in order to 

“improve the youth in all aspects; moral, physical, intellectual and social and to direct these 

interests to noble causes.”582 Palestra is correctly identified as a sokoliste organization583, but it 

                                                        
577 “Suplement de ‘La Cruz.’” Mes I Millor, June 14, 1935. 

578 “Palestra.” L’Abella, April 1930. 

579 Madrid’s El Sol saw Palestra as “one hundred percent Catalan” “Significacion de La Politica Del Senor 
Macia.” El Sol. August 28, 1931. 

580 Although it remained acceptable to the Catholic church, Palestra itself was agnostic see “Sobre La 
Nueva Entidad Catlanista.” El Siglo Futuro, December 29, 1930. 

581 “Acte Inaugural de "Palestra».” Diario de Gerona, December 1, 1930. 

582 “Als Joves de Catalunya.” Las Circunstancias. April 20, 1930. 
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existed alongside and distinct from els Falcons. While they were indeed influenced heavily by the 

Sokols (El Sol stated in 1931 that they were “inspired by the famous Czech Sokols”584), Palestra 

also incorporated ideas from scouting and other nationalist youth movements, such as Ireland’s 

Sin Fein, the Boy Scouts, and the Basque youth movements that fascinated Batista.  From these 

groups, they took not only methods of training and organizing, but also a sense of the importance 

of physically empowering the citizenship for a nationalism that often went beyond the autonomist 

stance of the ERC. While Palestra’s rhetoric sometimes strayed into the independentist camp, for 

the most part, the group was happy to work alongside the ERC, and it served to bring people into 

the ERC’s cross class nation and allow them to perform republican national identity.  

Alongside Catalan philologist and titular president Pompeu Fabra, many other members 

of the leadership at Palestra brought their experience in youth leadership and Catalan politics.The 

leadership combined notable intellectuals and many and varied political thinkers.585 One such 

example is Joan Carreras i Palet, a “corpulent” socialist of little religious conviction, a family 

man and a technician by trade.”586 In contrast to this working class political activist, Lluis Nicolau 

D’Olwer, a philologist as well as a prominent Catalanist, was responsible for the folklore 

propagation programs of Palestra, having previously been active in the more paramilitary SEM. 

Antoni Rovira i Virgili also formed part of the movement’s founding group; with his previous 

experience starting the Joventut federal, and his political party Accio Republicana (which later 

became part of the ERC), he was a valuable ideological and organizational supporter.   Political 

support for the movement came from the Lliga as well as the ERC.  Politicians from both parties, 

                                                                                                                                                                     
583 “Comite de Educacion Fisica pro Sokol.” La Luz, June 7, 1932, 14. 

584 “Significacion de La Politica Del Senor Macia.” El Sol. August 28, 1931. 

585 These include journalist and Lliga politican Ramon d'Abdal I de Vinyals, Manuel Folguera i Duran 
(president of the Associació Protectora de l'Ensenyança Catalan) .    

586 Castells, Victor. El 6 d’Octubre: Palestra I Batista I Roca. Barcelona: Episodis de la historia, 2000. 
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along with Barcelona Mayor Jaume Aiguader i Miró, spoke at the meetings, camps and rallies 

that Palestra organized. That these intellectuals and journeymen and their sons and daughters 

could all be part of the same organization illustrates the breadth of the ideal united in Palestra. 

While they clearly disagreed on politics and religion, the desire to better the Catalan nation 

brought together groups that would normally have only come to the table to argue. In taking this 

broad stance, Palestra aimed to unite support behind its Catalanizing aims without alienating any 

one group through sectarian political actions.  

The name Palestra comes from a public place in ancient Greece where wrestling and 

athletics were performed. The choice of name shows the investment of the organization in a 

classical revival, education and physical culture.587 The symbol of the organization was to be 

David, a biblical reference to a plucky young man who defeated the giant Goliath and went on to 

be a great king. Inspired by José Martí‘s dictum “Haga hombres, quien quiera hacer pueblos” (he 

who wishes to make nations should make men), 588 they saw the formation of the Catalan youth 

as the key step in the formation of the future Catalonia. Palestra wished to “train the spirit and 

tenacity of the youth with the tenacity of young people training for sport”589.  Once those young 

people had been raised with Catalan, democratic perspectives on the world, it would be up to 

them to determine the political direction their nation took.  

Unlike els Falcons, Palestra was much more agnostic with respect to the church, and 

closer to accepting of the anticlerical positions of the ERC. Likewise the political views of its 

members were broad, but seemed to centre on cross class republicanism as a shared value.   

Palestra went to great lengths to disassociate itself from being an official youth group of the 

                                                        
587 This neoclassicism was not unique to Palestra, it was shared with many of the political parties of the 
time as well as the modern Olympic movement.  

588 Interestingly Marti also made reference to the “sling of David” in his writings and was a great 
inspiration to the Catalan independence movement.  

589 “Als Joves de Catalunya.” Las Circunstancias. April 20, 1930. 
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Catholic Church, while remaining open to young people who were members of the Church. As 

good an indicator as any of Palestra’s political neutrality is the fact that they received accusations 

of being Fascist590 and Communist591 by different sides of the press. In its own discourse, Palestra 

went to great lengths to state that it was above “personal egotism and political party rivalry” and 

to focus on the "redirection and strengthening of our noble Catalan race"592 while promoting a 

sense of national unity. The varied composition of the Palestra leadership further reinforced this 

anti-sectarian stance.  

Palestra  “acknowledged the importance of political principle,” however they also felt 

that there was an equally important cultural and physical task in the nationalization of the young 

people of Catalonia. An early newspaper article stated that, “in a nation such as our own there is 

an equally important task, regeneration.”593 This aligned Palestra with other civil society groups 

and gave them a shared mission, albeit one which Palestra found itself on the radical end of with 

regards to its independentist nationalism. As well as physically regenerating the Catalan youth, at 

first Palestra aimed to be active in opposition to the centralizing nationalism of the Primo de 

Rivera regime and to make sure that a generation did not grow up unaware of Catalan institutions 

and traditions. The organization shared the analysis of many youth movements on the state of the 

national youth. Thus, the Palestra manifesto stated that a generation was in danger of growing up 

“weak, disordered, and morally feeble.”594 One editorial in Tarragona listed the evils of the 

“Americanization of dress and manners… the mechanization of life and the lack of moral 

                                                        
590 “Palestra, Feixista? Palestra, Extremista?” Renovacio, April 1933. 

591 “Sobre La Nueva Entidad Catlanista.” El Siglo Futuro, December 29, 1930. 

592 “Palestra.” Foment, December 24, 1931. 

593 “la imporancia dels principis politics… pero creim tambe que en un poble com el nostre… hi ha una 
causa essencial de reivindicacio” “Als Joves de Catalunya.” Diario de Gerona, April 19, 1930. 

594 “Palestra.” l’Abella, April 1930. 
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fortitude in the youth,” 595 as reasons for his townspeople to embrace the new organization. This 

narrative of decline was, as we have seen, common. Palestra’s embrace of Sokol tactics, vocal 

nationalism and democratic ideals was its contribution to a mission that united the ERC and many 

other civil society groups.  

Rather than taking over from existing sporting bodies, Palestra aimed to co-ordinate and 

Catalanize them.596 They would simply add a spirit and ideology to an existing infrastructure.  

Through this insertion of a Catalan narrative into activities that they already enjoyed, young 

people would be more motivated to train their bodies for the nation and use them to serve that 

nation. Indeed, Palestra called out to all the “youth centres, cultural entities, dance groups, sports 

and outdoor clubs, syndicates, cooperatives… [and the ] Catalan press,”597 to make themselves 

known to the organization in order to facilitate a better co-operation for common goals. In an 

article dated December 1930, the Catholic newspaper El Siglo Futuro stated that Palestra’s goals 

of “serving the ideals of the nation and working towards the liberty and betterment of that 

nation…through physical and moral education” were not incompatible with the teachings of the 

Church and its youth groups. Nor were these same ideals incompatible with the ideals of the 

ERC, the Lliga or the parties of the hard left. Palestra presented a cultural and physical meeting 

place in which these disparate tendencies could meet without having to compete. Palestra’s 

summer camps were both fun excursions where young people could enjoy exercise and education, 

and a site for them to encounter other young people from around the nation and across the 

political spectrum, and thus return with a greater sense of what it meant to be Catalan. Catalanism 

was very much the uniting ideology of Palestra’s membership and simultaneously their highest 

ideal.  

                                                        
595Alfons Maseras. “La Humanització de La Joventut.” Diario de Tarragona, August 7, 1930. 

596 The Tarragona section of Palestra even shared a building with the Ateneu 

597 “Als Joves de Catalunya.” Las Circunstancias. April 20, 1930. 
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Initially, 2000 Palestra affiliates were spread over 30 groups 598 but spread to more than 

400 groups599 over the course of the Republic. These groups aimed “to unite all the different 

opinions which, in other political groups, are divided,”600 behind a Catalan goal. Palestra’s four 

key missions, according to its president Pompeu Fabra, were “patriotic education, moral 

education, physical education and Social work.”601  This would be “a cultural and educative 

[struggle] on the margins of politics”602. The youth of Palestra were to be exemplary democratic 

Catalan citizens who could lead in the “total Catalanization of the people”(figure 8). They were 

free to identify politically as they wished, so long as they agreed on the basic principles of 

democracy and Catalan nationalism. The organization’s meetings and camps were to serve as 

“schools of citizenship,”603 and the summer camps would provide sites for young people from the 

different regions of Catalonia to come together, experience unity, and perceive a common cause. 

It was political in the grand sense, but not sectarian. The goal here was to build a nation, not win 

an election.  

Palestra seems to have been willing to operate within the framework of the Second 

Republic, although some of its leadership saw the Republic as onlya  step along the path to a fully 

independent, republican Catalonia. In 1931, they welcomed the arrival of the Republic as “an 

instrument… a step down the road to liberty,” stating that, under democratic government in 

Madrid, Catalonia was “partially nationalized” and that it had a right to “complete liberty”. Their 

                                                        
598 “Acte Inaugural de "Palestra».” Diario de Gerona, December 1, 1930. They also claimed that over 60% 
of affiliates were under 25  

599 Castells, Victor. El 6 d’Octubre: Palestra I Batista I Roca. Barcelona: Episodis de la historia, 2000. 

600 “Als Joves de Catalunya.” Las Circunstancias. April 20, 1930. 

601 “Sobre La Nueva Entidad Catlanista.” El Siglo Futuro, December 29, 1930. 

602 “Als Joves de Catalunya.” Las Circunstancias. April 20, 1930. 

603 Alfons Maseras. “La Humanització de La Joventut.” Diario de Tarragona, August 7, 1930. 
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goal was now to “Catalanize” the nation and to “stimulate struggles for greater liberty”604. In 

1933, according to the newspaper La Luz, Palestra hosted Basque and Galician nationalists at a 

rally at which the participants chanted “death to Spain,”605 and some of those present accused 

Macià of being a traitor to the Catalan cause for having accepted limited autonomy as opposed to 

full independence. However this was never the official line of Palestra. Palestra also undertook 

symbolic actions against the hegemony of the Castilian language and culture, opposing 

bullfighting and Castilian language signposts606. These actions suggest a more extreme 

autonomist position than that of the ERC, but one that was nonetheless compatible with the 

democratic and less secessionist perspective on Catalan politics. Indeed, the young people of 

Palestra were willing to defend the ERC and the Republic in both 1934 and 1936.607 

The Servei de difusio cultural was an integral part of Palestra’s mission of creating an 

“ateneu Catlanista,”608 and remains relatively understudied.  As Catalan historian Luis Duran609 

points out, literature has tended towards investigation of the political side of Catalanism, at the 

expense of the cultural movement that facilitated and sustained this political movement. Nowhere 

is this more true than in the lack of academic research regarding physical culture. Alongside 

giving an opportunity to perform Catalan unity, Palestra aimed to set Catalan identity within a 

historical and political context. The organization lamented that young people might grow up 

                                                        
604 Junta Directiva. “Palestra I L’Estatut.” Palestra, September 11, 1932. 

605 “Los Nacionalistas Vascos Y Gallegos Devuelven Su Visita a Los Separatistas Catalanes.” La Luz, 
August 5, 1933. 

606 In 1932 Palestra opposed “inhumane” bullfights and campaigned for signs in Catlan. “Noticiari de 
Palestra.” La Publicitat, August 7, 1932. 

607 Castells, Victor. El 6 d’Octubre: Palestra I Batista I Roca. Barcelona: Episodis de la historia, 2000. 

608 Duran, L. “Palestra: Cultura, Civisme I Esport per Als Joves.” Revista de Catalunya, no. 163 (2001): 
25–42. 

609 Duran, Lluís. “Temps Dificils per a Una Associacio Nacionalista de Joves: Palestra (1934-1938).” 
Revista de Catalunya 153 (July 2000): 42–52. 
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without knowledge of “our language, our history, our traditions and our land,” and aimed to 

implement “a vast network of conferences and classes throughout Catalonia.”610 Palestra aimed to 

teach "responsible citizenship... economics, history, politics and patriotism in study circles."611 

Each study circle would debate ideas and principles of the Catalanist movement and issues facing 

the nation. In doing so, it would equip young people to make decisions as citizens.  

Palestra fulfilled an important role, not only in providing physical activity for the youth 

of Catalonia, but also in professional development. Courses612 were offered in nursing and 

various trades, but always contained modules on Catalan language, identity and history. The 

educational aspect of Palestra’s mission served two purposes. It attracted young people to the 

group who would not otherwise have engaged with Catalanist organizations, and it gave young 

people who were interested in Catalan nationalism a more complete skill set in order to help build 

and steer their nation. The idea was to reverse “moral decline” and to create a nation of better-

educated, fitter, young citizens with a strong and motivating sense of Catalaness. Much like the 

Ateneu movement, Palestra aimed to make the young people of the nation better educated in 

order to bring them into the “big tent” of the cultural identity that underpinned republican 

nationalism. While some members may have had plans for an independent Catalonia, their role 

during the Second Republic was very much supportive of the ERC’s cross class nationalism, and 

fed into the civil society sphere which supported and sustained it.  

Alongside building identity, Palestra would also contribute a more practical benefit to the 

wellbeing of the Catalan people through its public health efforts. It saw the “struggle against 

                                                        
610 “Als Joves de Catalunya.” Las Circunstancias. April 20, 1930. 

611 “Palestra.” Foment, December 24, 1931. 

612 A booklet published by palestra lists the following courses available in 1934: “llengua catalana, 
taquigrafia catalana,guies excursionistes (geografia de Catalunya, Toropgrafia, Primeres Cures, Tecnica 
Excursionista, Tecninca d´Acampada, Educacio fisica, Escoltisme, Excursionisme dálta muntanya (at a cost 
of 5 pesetas), puericultura, ensenyament d´oficis dárt, infermeres, converses i debats”. Palestra. “CATALA, 
CONEIX CATALUNYA!,” 1934. Pavello de la republica. 
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tuberculosis and venereal disease”, regulation of work for young people, and the teaching of 

hygiene and health to its members as integral to its mission of creating a healthier stronger 

nation.613 The embrace of the public health message fits with the wider role which Palestra saw 

for itself as improving the nation’s prospects, be this through health or strength. This was very 

much in line with the early 20th century fascination with improving the body of the nation, both 

physically and metaphorically, and certainly has an element of the middle class paternalism often 

associated with such youth movements.  The Catalan popular sports movement also explicitly 

targeted tuberculosis. This hygienist tendency in the movement suggests that there was a concern 

with the health of the working classes, as well as their identity and physical fitness. This was the 

use of physical culture as a public good, for the benefit of the whole nation, and it fits perfectly 

into the popular narrative of the ERC and its governmental physical culture movements.  

In addition to public health, the organization focused on promoting Catalan language, as 

part of the linguistic standardization efforts headed by Pompeu Fabra. Fabra was the first to 

contribute an Orthography to the Catalan language and, in 1931 published his Diccionari general 

de la llengua Catalan. His work with Palestra was an important part of diffusing his scholarship 

among the Catalan youth. Palestra undertook many surveys into the use of Catalan in the press 

and in public space, early on in its life. In the local sections, classes were set up to promote the 

teaching of Fabra’s normalized Catalan to anyone wishing to learn it.614 By 1931, Palestra was 

rallying its troops for the “language battle,”615 and offering translation services and classes on the 

technical aspects of Catalan grammar.   

                                                        
613 “Acte Inaugural de "Palestra».” Diario de Gerona, December 1, 1930. 

614 “Una Enquesta Nacional.” La Veu de Tarragona, March 2, 1931. Palestra used local organizations to 
survey signposts, books, the press and languages spoken at home in an extrmeely wide ranging and modern 
survey technique for the period.  See Also “Notes.” Diario de Gerona, March 2, 1931. For similar efforts in 
other cities  

615 “La Batalla de La Lengua.” Diario de Gerona, April 27, 1931. 
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Palestra also made efforts to spread its cultural concept of Catalan identity beyond the 

borders of the nation and to use culture to place Catalonia in the international community of 

nations. This policy would also be pursued by the ERC in the 1936 popular Olympics, and had 

been used before with the exposition in Montjuïc.  Through ORBIS (oficina de relations I 

bescanvis internationals), the international relations element of Palestra, the organization reached 

out to non-Catalan speakers in Catalonia and to other nations in Europe616. Batista I Roca himself 

was a prominent attendee at the September 1934 Congress of European Nations held alongside 

the League of Nations meeting in Switzerland. Through its promotion of Catalan language and 

identity at home and abroad, Palestra was able to normalize the idea of a Catalan nation in both 

settings.  

In 1932, the Sokol movement gathered to Celebrate the anniversary of  Tyrs’ birth. 

Among the nations represented at the slet (gathering) was Catalonia. The delegation included 

Batista, along with representatives from the government, press, and members of Palestra and Els 

Falcons. This was an official delegation, supported by the Generaltiat, it serves as example of the 

ERC’s use of “sports diplomacy”. CADCI joined the Generalitat in funding and supporting the 

Catalan delegation617. During this trip, the Catalan delegation marched in a parade of nations 

carrying the Catalan flag (a symbolic move which was protested by Madrid’s separate 

delegation618). In order to further make use of this display of autonomy, a documentary film crew 

recorded footage for use in Catalan cinemas. Catalonia was presented as a separate nation in the 

Sokol celebration and treated as such. The positive light in which these events were recorded by 

those sent from Barcelona clearly took this acceptance into account.  

                                                        
616 For whom Batista i Roca seems to have had a particular liking  

617 Centre Autonomista de Dependents del Comerç i de la Indústria, (the autonomist center for commerce 
and industry workers) a large, catalanist union of shop stewards which formed part of the ERC  

618 “l’Atac a La Bandera Catalana.” La Publicitat, August 7, 1932. 
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This international element of Sokol practices represented another important attraction to 

Sokol model for the Catalan national movement. Not only did the Sokol practices fit with Catalan 

physical culture traditions and the ERC’s vision of the future, the slets also allowed for the ERC 

to use sports diplomacy in order to fit the Catalan nation into an international narrative that they 

could help construct.619 The slet promoted a spirit of fraternity without disavowing the powerful 

identity and value that the nation had within this fraternal framework. As an  "early adopter" of 

the Sokol model, the ERC could help define this new form of internationalism through its 

participation. The nations which gathered in Prague were, new, industrial, democratic, healthy, 

enlightened and anti fascist but also distinct from Moscow's pervasive influence on Europe’s left. 

Physical culture offered the ERC not only a form of social policy and identity creation but also a 

form of international relations and positioning in an international sphere which was very much in 

flux620.  

 

 

 

                                                        
619 This spread far beyond physical culture, see “Els Congresos Minoritaris.” Revista de Catalunya, January 
1928. 

620 Indeed the arrival of the Catalan delegation in Prague in 1931 caused great concern at the Spanish 
embassy and was far from popular with Madrid “Catalunya, Peligro Para La Paz de Europa.” Gracia Y 
Justicia, July 16, 1931. 
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Figure 8 Palestra's mission outlined in a poster (Pavello de la Republica) 
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Once they had joined Palestra, young people could expect to take part in various 

activities following Palestra’s three key missions: physical education, practical education and 

national education. Their curriculum began with gymnastic exercises. The progression of 

exercises was strictly defined; according to the 5 stages outlined in Batista’s work on the 

Sokol,621 the exercises began with individual movements before progressing into mass 

gymnastics and even wrestling manoeuvres in the final stage. These were conducted in groups of 

mixed sex. However, there was a women’s section622 to address some of the different gymnastics 

events and certain aspects of the educative role of Palestra. However, aside from those specific to 

women, education classes were open to all.  

True to its goal of being an “ateneu Catalanista” Palestra held discussion circles, 

economics classes and political theory debates, alongside its teaching of the Catalan language. 

The scheduled classes taught employable skills, alongside the history, geography and culture of 

Catalonia but above all placed a premium on the Catalan language. The goal was that young 

people would discuss, debate and research ideas, as well as study the motivating philosophies and 

ideologies behind republican Catalan government. Like the Czech Sokols, Palestra used the 

informal form of address and, aside from teachers and pupils, implemented little in the way of a 

hierarchy. Books for study and self-improvement were always available for no cost at the 

libraries Palestra helped to build, in their own buildings and in other institutions sympathetic to 

Catalan identity. Alongside these academic pursuits, more vocational classes in typing, nursing 

and even hairdressing were run by Palestra623. The image of David was far from the only classical 

influence here; the ideal was to be a full and rounded education for each citizen, creating 

                                                        
621 Josep Batista I Roca. “Les Organitzacions per a L’educacio de La Joventut a L’estranger.” Revista de 
Catalunya. March 1928. 

622 “Delegació Tarragonina de Palestra.” Diario de Tarragona, July 23, 1931. 

623 “Noticiari de Palestra.” La Publicitat, August 8 1932.. 
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physically and intellectually stronger Catalans, along with equipping them with the skills to serve 

their nation.  Clearly Palestra drew heavily on the ateneu and Sokol models.  

There were even plans to institute a mutual aid society for Palestra members, suggesting 

that many of its members were far from comfortably off. This pooling of resources and its 

function as a social safety net shows how far Palestra was invested in its membership, and how it 

aimed to create a full social sphere around the Catalan identity it proposed. Much like the 

libertarian left had done for the working class, Palestra aimed to create a complete social, moral 

and political sphere, which would make its members feel welcome in the nation Palestra used its 

large membership base to apply pressure to politicians as well as secure a social safety net (see 

figure 13) and thus was invested in the methods and means of democratic governance and a 

strong civil society.  

Palestra attracted over 5,000 affiliates to its sections in Barcelona sections within its first 

year, illustrating that their cross class and cultural approach to the nation was popular in an urban 

setting.624  However, the reach of the organization went beyond the cities. Alongside its activities 

in urban areas, Palestra put on summer camps all over rural Catalonia. Children who had grown 

up in Barcelona were able to appreciate the variety and beauty of the landscapes that made up 

their nation. Those from Girona, Vic or Tarragona could perceive a common identity with young 

people from the capital. They could share sporting activities and dormitories or tents and, in the 

process, come to share a national identity. The fact that Palestra was able to organize such camps, 

and to transport young people across the nation, suggests that the organization was well funded 

and organized. Alongside charging some participants at the camps (one poster suggested a cost of 

                                                        
624 Ivern i Salvà, M. Dolors. Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya, 1931-1936. 1. ed. Biblioteca “Abat 
Oliba” 61, 72. Montserrat: Publicacions de l’Abadia de Montserrat, 1988. 
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125 pesetas for members), they also subsidized the cost for those who could not afford to pay 

though their division of social services625.  

 

Figure 9 Pompeu Fabra, Ramon D'Abdal and Lluis Nicolau D'Olwer at a Palestra 

camp (Pavello de la Republica) 

 

                                                        
625  In a leaflet about the camps, the modest costs outlined (7.5 pesetas for the camp and 4 pesetas for food) 
are outlined. Alongside these costs there are mentions of financial aid being available.   Palestra. “Palestra 
El Campament de Germanor,” 1932. Pavello de la republica. 
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Figure 10 A membership card and a flight record for the aviation section of  

Palestra (Pavello de la Republica) 
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Figure 11 A Palestra advertisement, featuring David from their logo (Pavello de la 

Republica) 

Palestra also used its resources for direct political mobilization.  There are a considerable 

number of posters and campaigns in which Palestra encouraged voters to turn out and offered 

debates and classes to educate them on how to best use their vote in the interests of their nation. 

Palestra’s letter writing campaign was perhaps the highpoint of its reach. Several sources report 

130,000 letters626 sent in support of the 1932 statute of autonomy. This mobilization, when 

compared to the 595.205 votes cast in favour of the statute represents a huge percentage of the 

electorate627 who were influenced by Palestra’s call for support. Clearly, Palestra was at its most 

                                                        
626 “El Estatuto de Cataluna.” La Libertad, May 10, 1932, “En Barcelona Y En Madrid.” La Voz, May 10, 
1932, “La Entrega de Tarjetas.” El Sol, May 10, 1932. 

627 Ismael Pitarch. El President Macia I El Parlament de Catalunya. Barcelona: Parlament de Catalunya, 
2009. 
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effective when mobilizing people based on their agreement over the importance of an 

autonomous Catalonia.  

 

Figure 12 A pre printed card from the Palestra letter writing campaign (Pavello de 

la Republica)  

Palestra met in various locations across Catalonia, while they did have their own 

buildings with libraries, exercises and space for exercise, the organization outgrew its limited 

space quickly.  The groups were happy to met in from gymnasia to Ateneus and even in Trade 

union offices.628  These locations were both familiar and easily accessible to Catalan young 

people. Rather than having to come to the organization, Palestra came to places where young 

people were already comfortable. However, if such facilities were lacking, they were not averse 

to building them. In one case they attempted to construct a swimming pool in Igualdada629. 

Palestra’s sporting competitions and actions in parades took it into public spaces. It was in these 

                                                        
628 “Delegació Tarragonina de Palestra.” Diario de Tarragona, July 23, 1931. 

629 La Publicitat, May 9, 1934. 
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spaces that Palestra performed its most impressive manoeuvres and illustrated the strength, unity, 

discipline and health of the Catalan youth. Spain, the world and their fellow citizens could not 

help but look on with awe.  

 

Figure 13 Palestra uses its perceived influence to put pressure on legislators (Pavello 

de la Republica) 

 

The mass appeal of Palestra allowed it to take a prominent role in manifestations of 

Catalan identity. As illustrated by their chants and criticism of both Madrid and Macià in 1933630, 

some members of Palestra may have had a more independentist stance than the ERC from the 

outset,  but the official  rhetoric of the organization radicalized along with the Catalan state. 

Young members of Palestra631 found themselves occupying barricades in Barcelona during the 

October street fighting of 1934 which followed the proclamation of the Catalan state by 

Companys and the rapid armed response from the government in Madrid.  Standing alongside 

                                                        
630 “Los Nacionalistas Vascos Y Gallegos Devuelven Su Visita a Los Separatistas Catalanes.” La Luz, 
August 5, 1933 

631 Castells, Victor. El 6 d’Octubre: Palestra I Batista I Roca. Barcelona: Episodis de la historia, 2000. 



 

 

    

309

working class parties, they termed themselves “soldiers of Catalonia” 632. This is not to say that 

Palestra trained young people to be soldiers; it did not, but it trained young people to be Catalans 

and sometimes this meant they fought for Catalonia. Clearly Palestra’s members made a 

commitment to Catalan nationalism that went beyond rhetoric and became a very real motivating 

identity.  

The young people of Palestra were instrumental in defending the Catalan state in 1934. 

Palestra were active in Figueres633 during the October revolution, and it was Batista who 

reviewed the Catalan paramilitaries gathered in the Plaça Universitat on the 6th of October.634 One 

source even suggests that Palestra were able to mobilize aircraft during this period (If only to 

drop leaflets)635.It seems that Palestra were, in part at least, responsible for the preparation for the 

October rising through the revolutionary committee. This planning  not only serves to illustrate 

the dedicated Catalanism of the group, but also its credibility within, and links to other, 

organizations within the Catalan nationalist movement.636  Manuel Lopez suggests that, by 

analysing the post-October repression and arrests, we can see the importance of Palestra in the 

October rising.637 At the very least, the decision of the state to exile and arrest many of those who 

                                                        
632 Palestra. “CATALA, CONEIX CATALUNYA!,” 1934. Pavello de la republica. 

633 Manel López Esteve. “Els Fets D’octubre de 1934 a Catalunya: Més Enllà de  L’acció Governamental.” 
Pompeu Fabra, 2012. 346 

634 Ibid, 186 

635 “La Republica, Alerta.” La Luz. April 30, 1930. This is not beyond belief as the contruction of gliders 
seems to have been a common group exercise at Palestra camps. personal records of  aeronautical engineer 
Joan Maluquer Wahl (in the Pavello de la republica) show him to be a member of Palestra during this 
period    

636 Castells, Victor. El 6 d’bOctubre: Palestra I Batista I Roca. Barcelona: Episodis de la historia, 2000. 

637 Among those arrested and exiled 4 are listed as members of Palestra (Josep Batista I roca, Pompeu 
Fabra I Poch, Josep Gibert Carné  and Ferran Solans Comelles). Lopez does not give a specific figure of the 
number of Palestra militants involved but suggests they made up a proportion of those who rose in support 
of Catalan liberty in many locations.  Manel López Esteve. “Els Fets D’octubre de 1934 a Catalunya: Més 
Enllà de  L’acció Governamental.” Pompeu Fabra, 2012.413 
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founded and ran the movement, and the searching of their offices (where documents pertaining to 

the events of the 6th of October were supposedly found), suggests that they  were seen as 

influential and important by those in Madrid. They defended their role in October 1934, not as a 

brigade in a Catalan army, but as motivated citizens forming a militia to defend a left republican 

Catalan ideal. It was the ERC who called upon Catalans to defend their social and national 

agenda, and it was the young people of Palestra who answered that call. While we do not see els 

Falcons implicated in the 1934 rising, this is likely due to a lack of wholehearted support of the 

actions by their more religious followers. Their ability to mobilize was tested less as they were 

never called upon in the same fashion. While they undoubtedly did help to create a sense of 

popular and cross class Catalan identity in many young people, it seems that these young people 

were then faced with a choice between their loyalty to the church or to their nation, and as such 

the group dissipated as conflict increased while Palestra remained intact.  

 Not only is it of note that these young men and women took to the streets to defend their 

nation, but that they did so alongside other groups. These organizations, such as the JERC, 

Nosaltres Sols! ,  trade unions such as the CADCI, and political groups linked to the ERC 

represented a wide swath of the support for the Catalan republican left, and the fact that Palestra 

aligned with them at this decisive moment shows its true colours. When the bullets began to fly, 

these young people of Catalonia chose the defence of their national ideal over their own 

wellbeing or partisan rivalry. The wide reach of the organization and its support base of fit, 

nationally motivated, and organized young men and women made it the foundation that the ERC 

needed to defend Catalonia.  

The post 1934 association of Palestra with the radical approach to Catalanization drove 

some (including Pompeu Fabra himself) away from the group.638 In retrospect this may have been 

                                                        
638 “El Sumario Contra La Sociedad Palestra.” La Libertad, October 25, 1934. EL Mati of the previous day 
also reported Pompeu Fabra’s resignation  
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an attempt to avoid the inevitable repercussions of the rising. If this is the case, it was a failed 

attempt. Fabra, along with Batista and other Palestra activists was detained and sentenced to jail 

in Cadiz following the events of October 1934. A court ruled that the Palestra office had 

contained documents planning the uprising.639  Batista was incarcerated in Cadiz, where he seems 

to have been well treated (and well fed according to his personal correspondence, which detailed 

his diet at length640) until December of that year. Following this period, he returned to a more 

relaxed rural existence focusing on letter writing and his own excursions, and steering clear of 

political involvement. Despite his own retirement from the political world, the young people he 

had helped inspire would go on struggling for the Catalan cause for a longer period.   

After the October 1934 rising, and the subsequent crackdown on Catalan nationalism by 

the government in Madrid, Palestra was outlawed. Wishing to continue their movement, its 

remaining adherents started Club David, led by Josep M Girona. Following the defeat in 1934 

and a perceived betrayal by those in government who had received relatively light sentences 

(including many accusations that Batista himself had played into the hands of Madrid), the 

organization occupied a less public role until its return during the Civil War. During this period, 

the Bloc Escolar Nacionalista emerged to work within the constraints of the post 1934 climate. 

They would focus on education, albeit an education which incorporated elements of the Catalan 

national character and doctrine they held dear.  A much less robust Palestra emerged in the Civil 

War. Chiefly run by women on the domestic front it aimed to send books on Catalan history to 

the soldiers and train nurses.641  Using old networks of loyalty, Palestra aimed to orchestrate 

support for the troops at the front. Old education methods were also rekindled, with Palestra 

educating the young women of the city in technical skills such as nursing. Despite supporting the 

                                                        
639 “L’Auto de Sobreseimiento Provisional,” September 8, 1934. Arxiu Nacional de Catalunya. 

640 Batista I Roca, Josep Maria. “Correspondencia,” n.d. Arxiu Nacional de Catalunya. 

641 “Gacetillas.” Solidaridad Obrera. August 26, 1936. 
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war effort, Palestra still agitated for total independence from Madrid at the expense of unity 

against the nationalists. As a result of the latter policy, it became less and less popular as it 

became clear that the only hope of the Republic lay in unity. For some, including Palestra, this 

unity would lead to a victory that wasn’t worth fighting for.642  

Conclusions  

The Catalan approach to physical culture, as well as sports in general, was a cornerstone 

of the creation and sustaining of popular identity. Through facilitating shared experiences, 

meeting places and educating young people in their history and shared future, the sokoliste 

movements of Catalonia helped to create a generation who would grow up more Catalan, and 

more aware of their role in the creation of an independent and democratic Catalonia. This 

movement was not an accidental arrival, but part of a conscious process of searching for and 

creating a Catalan youth culture which would instil a specifically national and republican culture 

in the young people of Catalonia. This movement combined physical culture, education and 

nationalism in a fashion that proved accessible and desirable to young people.  

Through the wide variety of activities offered in hundreds of groups throughout Catalonia 

the Sokol offered something to almost every young person growing up in the Second Republic. 

Young people who came for education, exercise or companionship received a sense of belonging 

in a group that took a democratic and Catalanist identity for granted. Through the physical culture 

of the Sokol, young people could be taught democratic identity and community through 

performing these concepts.   

The sokoliste movement was subdivided, mainly due to differing perspectives on religion 

and the role it had to play in the creation of the Catalan nation. However els Falcons and Palestra 

both agreed on the same basic principles that united the ERC, that is to say a republican, 

                                                        
642 Duran, Lluís. “Temps Dificils per a Una Associacio Nacionalista de Joves: Palestra (1934-1938).” 
Revista de Catalunya 153 (July 2000): 42–52. 
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nationalist and democratic future for Catalonia.  Palestra, abstained from religious debates, and 

was ultimately successful in establishing itself as a key supporter of the Catalan nationalist cause. 

Not only did 400 sections emerge across the nation but these sections were able to mobilize 

young people when the nation called upon them in October 1934.Els Falcons bought young 

people into contact with a cross class democratic nationalism, when the time came to chose 

between this and the military uprising which claimed legitimacy from religion, the group was 

divided, however without such groups the young people in question would have seen their faith 

and the Catalan nation as inherently conflicted. Both these groups also allowed young people to 

perform Catalan identity in an international sphere, normalizing the idea of Catalonia as a nation 

on a par with other.  

  Both of these movements, as well as the Sokols in general have been understudied in 

English language literature. By bringing them to the forefront of an analysis of nationalism in 

Catalonia, I hope to promote a more general investigation and interest into the role that this 

physical culture movement played in creating and sustaining national identity in Catalonia and 

beyond. To understand how nations form, we have to understand the tools that are used to create 

them. A wider study of the extension of physical culture beyond sport and youth movements and 

into citizenship education and national culture can only be beneficial in our understanding of  

nations and the way they interact with their citizens.  
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Chapter 6.  

 

From the Street, to the Stadium, to Suffrage. Women’s Rights and Sports in Second 

Republic Catalonia 

In 1936, Spain was split in two by civil war and the "two Spains" chose bullets, rather 

than ballots, to communicate. In Barcelona, the popular militia marched held back the advances 

of the military rebels and expelled them from the Catalan capital. This militia, as much as any one 

institution, embodied the last 5 years of popular policy in Catalonia. They were the strongest and 

healthiest generation of workers for decades, thanks to physical education and social programs, 

they were united under a common cause, thanks to the efforts of the ERC to create a cross class 

nation, and they were both male and female, thanks to a change in gender roles which had 

occurred in the 5 years preceding the outbreak of war.  

The popular militia provided Catalonia with heroes, as sports pitches once had. Songs 

and posters told the tale of the brave fighters who stood up to military aggression in defence of 

their nation and democratic rights. They were defending the substantive gains in rights and liberty 

that people perceived in their lives, as much as the procedural gains they had been given in the 

constitution of the Republic. This militia provided role models for young people and idols for 

adults, as well as an example of the real progress made by the Second Republic towards 

substantive gender equality. Just a decade before, the idea of men and women marching side by 

side into combat would have been unfathomable. Similarly inconceivable would have been the 

idea of women from the working classes taking to a sports field in their revealing uniforms and 

engaging in competitive sport (and not just sports which were coded as "womanly"). Even less 

likely, was the idea of them playing alongside women from more privileged classes. While the lot 

of women in the Second Republic was by no means utopian, there was much progress made in 

their empowerment and access to the political and physical positions and pursuits that had been 
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barred to them for so long. This chapter will make the case that the milicianas643 of 1936, and all 

of their struggles and victories on the field of battle and in the gender struggle, were only possible 

because of the women of the previous years and their struggles on, and towards the field of 

play.644 Through a study of physical culture, we can see the progress women made in society 

rather than studying the legislative gains, which tell us less about their real consequences.  

Women’s access to sports, physical culture and youth groups offer the historian a useful 

insight into their integration into the day to day workings of society and the cultural sphere of 

Catalan identity.645 The types of sports practiced by women also allow us to see the “ideal” 

woman each regime has in mind.646 Through the instruction of young women, we can identify 

conscious and unconscious gender stereotypes and ideas of what constituted acceptable, and 

unacceptable, activites for women. The inclusion of women in sports, physical culture and youth 

                                                        
643 The Civil War began with the militia composed of mixed battalions, women fighting alongside husbands 
and brothers and even a dress code for workers and militia alike which did not differentiate between sexes. 
Recruitment did not differentiate between male and female volunteers and neither did the military. It should 
be noted that these women went to war not to further the cause of their sex but out of an opposition to 
fascism. It is important to note the fact that their actions were not constrained by being women rather they 
were empowered as citizens.   

644 Indeed the two were often combined; Mujeres Libres (a women’s anarchist group) had a “war sports” 
section to prepare women for the conflict. "Actividades de Mujeres Libres.” Mujeres LIbres, no. 12 (1936). 
Referenced in Ackelsberg, Martha A. Free Women of Spain: Anarchism and the Struggle for the 
Emancipation of Women. Oakland, CA: AK Press, 2005. 

645 There is little written specifically on women and sports in Catalonia however this is rapidly changing. 
Works of note include Buñuel Heras, Ana. “La Construcción Social Del Cuerpo de La Mujer En El 
Deporte.” REIS: Revista Española de Investigaciones Sociológicas, no. 68 (1994): 97–117. 
García García, Jorge. El origen del deporte femenino en España. [Castellanos de Moriscos, Salamanca: J. 
García, 2015. 
Puig, Núria. “El Proceso de Incorporación Al Deporte Por Parte de La Mujer Española (1939-1985).” 
Mujer Y Deporte, 1987, 83–90. 
Riaño Gonzalez, Catalina. “Historia Cultural Del Deporte Y La Mujer En La España de La Primera Mitad 
Del Siglo XX a Través de La Vida Y La Obra de Elia María González Álvares Y López-Chicheri,‘ Lilí 
Álvarez,’” 2004.  
 
 
646 Jensen, Erik Norman. Body by Weimar: Athletes, Gender, and German Modernity. Oxford University 
Press, 2010. 
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groups gives us a valuable perspective on the more general inclusion of women in the cultural 

sphere of Catalan identity.  

If one young woman stands out as iconic of this era, and the empowered femininity that 

the popular sport helped to create, it is Maria Ginesta. At just 17 she joined the popular militia as 

a socialist and, through her experiences, she moved to the left and began to support the CNT and 

the anti Stalinist Partit Obrer d'Unificació Marxista (POUM). The photo of her taken by Guzman 

made her the poster child for the milicianas and the popular militia (figure 14). A photo much less 

often reproduced, but taken just a few months before, shows the same young woman poised for a 

different challenge: an 80m running race (figure 15). I argue that her participation in sport 

prepared this young woman for the physical and mental challenges she would face defending the 

Republic and the progress it had made. Equally important, it prepared Spaniards to imagine 

women as capable of these physical and mental challenges.  

 

Figure 14 An iconic photo of Ginesta taken in July 1936 by Juan Guzmán 
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Figure 15 Ginesta competing in an 80m sprint, La Voz, 16 September 1935 

The Status of Women Before the Republic 

Women in Spain, similar to elsewhere in Western society, had long been held politically 

subjugated by what are known as the “three barriers”: the Church, “scientific” theories on female 

psychology and physiology, and repressive legislative codes.  The legal codes in question 

prohibited women from signing economic contracts without their husband’s permission and 

enforced harsh penalties for women who disobeyed their spouses. Even domestic abuse was 

lightly punished under the nineteenth century penal codes. The patriarchal discourse that had 
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enjoyed hegemony in nineteenth century Spain and Catalonia focused on the supposedly inherent 

biological differences between men and women. This initial movement grew out of the separate 

spheres discourse that held that women were not suited to public life and men were ill equipped 

for domestic chores, and it manifested itself in entirely distinct male and female physical cultural 

activities. Later, this same understanding of gender was used to give women certain roles in the 

public sphere through their supposed domestic abilities.  

This subjugation relied heavily on women’s supposed physical weakness and thus access 

to sport and physical culture was heavily restricted. Although the classic “ángel del hogar” (angel 

of the home) model of Spanish womanhood was problematized in the church and in politics,647 

the idea of women and men as fundamentally different remained and thus women were still not 

conceptualized as fully fit for admission to the public sphere.648 This notion of a physically 

enfeebled femininity resulted in an exclusion of women from the public sphere and especially 

from physical culture. Women were expected to refrain from physical activity, as anything 

beyond a light walk or dancing was seen as dangerous to their fragile constitutions. Even this was 

too much during menstruation. Women’s fashion reinforced patriarchy, as impractical and 

restrictive clothing made it impossible to undertake anything other than a short, and slow, walk. 

For a century prior to the Second Republic, the basis of gender relations was this pseudo-

scientific discourse based in the ideas of male scientists and very little empirical evidence.  Ideas 

                                                        
647 Enders, Victoria Lorée, and Pamela Beth Radcliff, eds. Constructing Spanish Womanhood: Female 
Identity in Modern Spain. SUNY Series in Gender and Society. Albany, N.Y: State Univesity of New York 
Press, 1999. 

Lehfeldt, Elizabeth. “Religious Women in Golden Age Spain: The Permeable Cloister.” History 
Department Books, April 1, 2005. http://engagedscholarship.csuohio.edu/clhist_bks/1. 

Rodrigo, Antonia. Mujeres Para La Historia: La España Silenciada Del Siglo 20. Barcelona : Ediciones 
Carena, 2002. 

648 Aldaraca, Bridget. “El ángel Del Hogar: The Cult of Domesticity in Nineteenth-Century Spain.” Theory 
and Practice of Feminist Literary Criticism, 1982, 62–87. 
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of an enfeebled and incapable sex were perpetuated by a patriarchal society and provided a basis 

for it.  

Medical doctor Gregorio Marañón’s work entitled "Sexo, trabajo y deporte" provides an 

example of such pseudoscience. Marañon was a Republican and a professor of endocrinology at 

the Compultense in Madrid from 1931.  In his essays, he argued that the female body was ill 

suited to adapting to public sphere life and the physical demands of sport. The essays provided 

“evidence” in the form of a table asserting male and female physical and emotional traits. His 

major thesis seems to have been that the female body was designed to raise children and ill 

equipped emotionally or physically for life outside of the home.649 He even asserted that women’s 

muscles and bones were weaker than those of men and that their “primary sexual characteristics” 

were maternity, child raising and domestic work, whereas men were predisposed to “defending 

and providing for the family”.  Such theories, and their acceptance, served as an impediment to 

change in gender roles, especially in physical culture. They needed to be addressed at both the 

empirical and theoretical levels if a real and substantive change was to be made in gender 

relations. 

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries Women began to challenge the idea they were 

inferior and its basis in the notion that they were any less physically (and mentally) able than 

men. The possible advantages women had due to their supposed biological difference provided 

the basis for thinkers such as Concepción Arenal. In the late 19th century, Arenal argued for 

women’s education based on the fact that some of women’s supposed natural characteristics 

                                                        
649 “Ésta (la mujer) no sólo no tiene tiempo, si es como debe ser, teóricamente, fecunda y multípara, 
durante los años mejores de su vida, para otra cosa importante que para gestar y criar hijos; sino que, 
además, su organismo no tiene, en condiciones habituales, aptitud para la lucha con el medio, que 
podemos llamar para entendernos brevemente ‘actuación social”  “Si los músculos de la mujer son menos 
fuertes y se insertan en huesos más delicados, el rendimiento del trabajo corporal será más exiguo en ella 
y tendrá asimismo un evidente carácter sexual  Marañón, Gregorio. Sexo, Trabajo Y Deporte, 1926. 
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would make them better suited for certain jobs and roles.650 This inversion of the biological 

argument still relied on a distinction between the two sexes that held little room for advancing the 

provision of physical culture for women.  

Others more boldly confronted the idea of a “differential endocrinology”. Concepción 

Gimeno de Flaquer argued that women and men were only differentiated by social conditioning, 

not biological nature. She stated that “the supposed inferiority of the female sex has no scientific 

basis; this weakness has its basis in centuries of constraint in the home, limited activity and a lack 

of physical education.”651 This philosophy would go on to inform that of the popular sport 

movement.  As the increased understanding of physiology combined with a less religious politics 

in the Republic, barriers to Women’s sport would drop. Once women were permitted to engage in 

physical education and culture, they could undermine the argument that they were physically 

incapable of playing an active role in the physical, and political culture of the Republic. 

One of the key figures in developing a new more empowering model of femininity was 

Clara Campoamor,652 a professional woman who became one of the 3 female deputies in the 1931 

parliament.  “Clarita” hosted conferences in the Ateneus of Barcelona as early as 1927, and gave 

them titles such as “La Mujer Ante el Derecho” (The Woman Before the Law). These teaching 

events served to educate people in the biological and political arguments behind the political and 

physical equality in the labour codes of the time.   Campoamor and others also linked the 

                                                        
650 Arenal, Concepción. La Mujer Del Porvenir: Artículos Sobre Las Conferencias Dominicales Para La 
Educación de La Mujer, Celebradas En El Paraninfo de La Universidad de Madrid, 2008. 

651 “La supuesta inferioridad del sexo femenino no tiene base científica; su debilidad orgánica origínala el 
encierro en que ha vivido durante tantos siglos, su estrecha limitación a la vida del hogar, la falta de 
actividad, la carencia de educación física…”  Gimeno de Flaquer, Concepción. “El Problema Feminista.” 
In Conferencia En El Ateneo de Madrid. Fuente: Biblioteca Nacional de España, 1903. 

652 Having started her work as a seamstress at the age of 13 in Madrid, Campoamor faced a challenging 
route into office. Despite this she was able to continue in part time education and pass law school entry 
examinations and gradually climb the bureaucratic ladder through jobs in government offices and work as a 
journalist 
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development of women’s rights to their incorporation on the cultural “big tent” of republicanism. 

This was to be achieved through incorporation into an ateneu movement that used physical 

culture and education to empower and educate people outside of the political system. Soon the 

movement behind the ateneu and the associated liberal republican politics would accept that the 

discourse of women as physically incapable was neither correct nor admissible. However in order 

to dispel decades of misinformation, those invested in a new model of femininity would need to 

provide physical empowerment as well as intellectual support for women and their rights.  

This problematizing of the dominant paradigm regarding women’s bodies was the 

beginning of women’s physical empowerment but it was the ERC which turned it into a political 

program in Catalonia. The church remained divided on the issue; there was a movement within 

the church in favour of women’s emancipation on moral grounds and a movement for the same 

goal on the somewhat more Machiavellian grounds that women were more likely to vote for the 

Catholic right. However, it remained the case that Catholicism was, for the most part, too socially 

conservative to advocate for gender equality.653 It fell to the ERC and its agnostic, progressive 

and nationalist worldview to advance the cause of women in the Republic both in the ballot boxes 

and the football pitches of the nation. Thus, an empowered and emboldened “republican 

femininity” could only come through illustrating the physical abilities of Women. Furthermore, 

through giving women physical empowerment, the ERC hoped to be able to gain their support in 

elections as well as in Stadia.  

In the years before the Republic, Few women’s organizations of any political character 

promoted physical culture. Right wing physical culture, and politics, did not concern itself with 

equality, but rather with a sense of moral decline and the idea that the social order was breaking 

down in the face of influences from outside the peninsula. Even liberal organizations that have 

                                                        
653 González, Miren Llona. “El Feminismo Católico En Los Años Veinte Y Sus Antecedentes Ideológicos.” 
Vasconia: Cuadernos de Historia-Geografía, no. 25 (1998): 283–99. 
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become associated with education for women, such as the Lyceum club,654 really served only to 

educate bourgeois women to be better mothers and dinner guests at first.  This was not to say that 

the political parties that existed before the ERC did not see a value for women; they were valued 

for their ability to raise children as young Catalans, as repositories of tradition and Catalan 

“seny”. Women could raise young people to see themselves as Catalan but women themselves 

were not encouraged to participate in the policy formation of the state.  This domestically focused 

womanhood defined their role in the nation as giving the “first breath of patriotism”655 to their 

children but not in actively participating in the direction of the nation they were tasked with 

raising.  

There were new spaces in the early 20th century for women such as new forms of 

dancing, cinema and other mass spectacles at which young men and women mixed freely without 

the restraint of more traditional social settings. Aside from dancing, popular leisure activities 

offered a physically empowering place for women.  Imported fashion trends also did away with 

some of the more restrictive forms of dress, allowing for women to dance and move more freely. 

Meanwhile, the more conservative forms of physical and associational culture for women were 

restricted light exercise such as walking, touring cycling and traditional forms of dancing. These 

did not offer much opportunity for women to exert themselves, nor for them to undermine the 

notion that they were physically inferior.  

There was some debate about women and physical culture before the Republic as 

exemplified in one critique of a Catholic girls’ group written in 1930. La Rambla noted that the 

Jesuits had begun their own groups for young women due to the “creeping spiritual interference” 

                                                        
654 Now established as women’s run center for women’s learning 

655 “La primera alenada patriotica” Nicolau, Carme. Foment: Portaveu Oficial En Les Comarques 
Tarragonines Del Partit d’Unio Federal Nacionalista Republicana, January 9, 1932. 
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which they blamed on  “the Charleston and the punishing good-looks of Rodolf Valentino,”656 

among other dangerous imported practices. The same article mentioned that such Catholic 

organizations failed to notice that the same women who went to church in the morning spent their 

afternoons at the cinema and their evenings dancing. Furthermore, these Jesuit groups paid no 

attention to the “cultural or physical growth” of the young women in their charge. They turned 

out young women who knew “every word of the pare nostrum” but nothing of the social rights 

and duties expected of them. These women “arrived in their marriages knowing little more than 

how to play the piano and read romantic “pink” novels.”657 The editorial went on to ask how 

women could be integrated into the politics of society when they were taught to have little interest 

in things outside of their home. The answer, it suggested, was a more empowered and balanced 

education and youth movement that provided intellectual and physical preparation for young 

people to act as citizens in the republic. Clearly there were alternative notions of womanhood at 

play during this period and the one soon to be offered by the ERC and supported by La Rambla 

would compete with, and defeat, those more traditional views on offer from the right.  

Women’s Rights and the Republic 

During the Republic there were changes in both legislative and substantive gender 

equality. Women were granted the vote and a collection of basic civil rights as well as making 

some gains in reproductive rights in Catalonia. However this progress in the legislature was not 

always reflected in the lived experience of women across Spain. The major political groups in the 

republican left embraced the rhetoric of gender equality, but they always made the gender cause 

subsidiary to their political and class goals. The gap between rhetoric, legislation and the lives of 

women across Spain became more apparent as rhetoric in Madrid shifted from the status quo of 

                                                        
656 “l'indeferentisme expiritual en les tenia el xarleston, el fulleto i les mirades castigadores de Rodolf 
Valentino“ De Bellmunt, Domenec. “L’esport Femeni I La Politica.” La Rambla, February 24, 1930. 

657 “arriben al matrimony sense saber gran cosa mes que tocar al piano I llegir novelles blanques o de 
color rosa” De Bellmunt, Domenec. “L’esport Femeni I La Politica.” La Rambla, February 24, 1930. 
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the previous decades. Physical culture played a key role in an attempt to fill the gap between legal 

and substantive rights. It allowed the performance of gender equality in a fashion that was easy to 

see and understand. The republican broadening of access to physical culture occurred through 

both government and civil society groups and it was these groups that helped translate the project 

of empowering women into a practical reality. Physical culture had become part of democratic 

engagement and the empowering of citizens and now women would use it to empower 

themselves and perform their equality as citizens.  

Political Rights 

There was a degree of progress made in legal rights during the Second Republic. 

Although these did not ensure a change in the real lives of women, they were part of a process of 

the re-evaluation of the role played by women in Spain.  Leading the way in the suffragist camp 

was Clara Campoamor. Clarita argued that, as long as women were not represented in 

parliament, they would not be represented by legislation. When the constituent assembly of the 

Republic was formed in 1931, she stood and was elected to serve as a deputy for the Radical 

party. Surprisingly she met with as much, if not more, opposition from the left as the right, which 

was largely due to the perception that women would be a conservative influence on the electorate 

and would vote for the right. The result of the struggle for rights that she and others were part of 

was the constitution of the Republic. The constitution was passed on the 6th of December of 1931 

and ushered in a broader politics that embraced a much greater constituency. The new document 

granted more rights to women than any previous constitution. According to article 36 which 

stated “Los ciudadanos de uno y otro sexo, mayores de veintitrés años, tendrán los mismos 

derechos electorales conforme determinen las leyes.” (Citizens of either sex, over 23 years old, 

have equal voting rights under the law)  they could vote and they were now officially eligible as 

deputies once they were above 23 years of age (article 53). Articles 40 and 46 granted rights to 

education, equal labour protection and salaries as well as protection of women’s rights as 
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mothers.  Women also gained civil marriage and divorce rights in article 53 and in laws passed in 

1932.  Following a prolonged debate, Campoamor, with the support of many (but not all) 

socialists, the ERC, and significant sectors of the right, was able to secure the vote for women in 

the elections of 1933. The vote on women’s suffrage was by no means a landslide; with 121 

opposed and 161 in favour.  Spain moved into the era of gender equality slowly and with much 

resistance. Even the brave new world of the Republic was one that looked at women’s liberation 

with suspicion; indeed, Campoamor’s campaign for the vote was not successful in returning her 

to parliament.658 The legislative framework was put in place early in the Republic. However it 

would take a broader and more concerted effort to truly empower women and change society.  

 The inclusion of Women in the electorate is often held to have caused the shift that saw a 

right wing coalition take office following the 1933 elections. This contemporary supposition659 

has been much repeated and has gained the status of fact even when there is little evidence 

supporting it. Later research by Gerard Alexander has indicated that, rather than women being 

inherently conservative and upsetting the democratic balance, they acted (where it is possible to 

discern how they acted) much like their male contemporaries.660 Given two votes, most 

households split their votes between their political options but there is little to support the notion 

                                                        
658  After serving in the government of the second biennium as director of public welfare until shortly after 
the Asturias affair, Campoamor abandoned the radical party and government office in favour of writing a 
history of the struggle for enfranchising women. This was later published under the title “Mi pecado 
mortal. El voto femenino y yo”. In 1936 she was refused entry into the Republican left for the subsequent 
elections (likely due to her lack of party discipline and willingness to abandon the party line for her own 
agenda) and never returned to parliament (although 5 female deputies were in the Republic’s final 
election). 

659 It was noted in much of the press at the time, examples of this include “El Voto de La Mujer.” ABC, 
November 23, 1933 and Fal Conde, Manuel. “Honor a  Las Mujeres Españolas.” El Siglo Futuro, 
November 24, 1933. 

660 Alexander, Gerard. “Women and Men at the Ballot Box: Voting in Spain’s Two Democracies.” In 
Constructing Spanish Womanhood: Female Identity in Modern Spain, 349–74. State University of New 
York Press, 1999.  
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that women were inherently more conservative.661 Women also voted in the 1936 election, which 

had a dramatically opposite result. Rather than women holding Spain back through their 

conservative votes, it could be argued that the inclusion of women in the electorate went some 

way to bringing Catalonia and Spain in line with Europe.  

The ERC went further than their counterparts in Madrid, especially with regards to the 

rights of women to control fertility. This was pursued practically as well as legislatively with the 

distribution of contraceptives, legalization of certain types of abortion in 1935 and regulations on 

(thus recognition of) prostitution in 1936. Although women were not enfranchised in August 

1931, 40,000 of them signed petitions to support the Catalan statute; this shows a huge level of 

involvement in the political process and an investment in the Catalan cause. 

Women and Political Parties 

The ERC drew much of its support from groups who had previously made their voices 

heard in the streets, not at the ballot box. Its vision of a left republican Catalan nation became the 

directing force of Catalan public policy, post 1931, and for the first biennium of the Republic, it 

shared this vision with the government in Madrid. This desire for change meant that society, as 

well as politics, had to be reformed in order to allow for a more substantive form of equality.   As 

elections became more open than they had been, a new form of politics emerged, a politics that 

was articulated to groups whom politicians had previously not deemed worth talking to. These 

newly empowered groups articulated themselves to the political system in new ways as they had 

been accustomed to making their pleas outside of conventional political channels 

From 1931 onwards, the ERC recognized women as equal citizens and began moving 

towards a more equal legal status for men and women. This push for equality manifested itself in 

social policy with Catalonia granting groundbreaking civil marriage and divorce rights in 1931. 

                                                        
661 Graham, Helen. "Mujeres y cambio social en la España de los años treinta." Historia del presente 2 
(2003): 9-23. 
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Political rights came later; women got the vote in time for the 1933 election.  As social attitudes 

changed and social policy changed, more progress could be made. The ERC even succeeded in 

legalizing certain types of abortion in 1935. The social policies of the ERC were ambivalent 

towards traditional marriage and the nuclear family, liberal in their conception of women’s work, 

and open in their acceptance of a role for women in politics. The substantial legislative gains of 

the era were backed up by rhetoric of education and empowerment for women. However, there 

were often gaps between this rhetoric and a reality that was slow to respond. The ERC led the 

way with legislation but the realities of day-to-day life, and the policies of trade unions were 

slower to fall in line. The obvious conflict between preserving male members’ jobs and 

empowering women led unions to neglect any notional commitment to women’s workplace 

empowerment. Likewise the ERC would always put a left republican national agenda head of a 

gender specific one.   

Less controversial than full political and economic empowerment was physical 

empowerment, which could bridge the gap between the rhetoric of equality and continual 

inequalities in everyday life. The physical cultural program for women that could be found in the 

civil society organizations of the Second Republic was designed to help form those bodies, 

empower their owners and shape their identities. In a political conversation dominated by issues 

of class and nation, the needs of gender would always be secondary. With this accounted for, it 

was in making real advances in women’s access to learning, sport and work that the Second 

Republic made substantive gains in lived experience. While full equality may not have been 

achieved, the gains that were made were substantial, and the role of physical culture in the 

making of these gains was also substantial.  However the ERC was first and foremost a Catalanist 

government, not a feminist one, and its gender goals suffered from the structural conflict between 

these competing goals. Ultimately the progress of women, like that of workers, would always be 

subsidiary to that of the nation as a whole.  
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Despite the ERC’s priority structure, attitudes towards women and their role certainly 

changed during the Second Republic. The progressive gender stance of the ERC was shared by 

the left republican press, which was critical of what they saw as “repressive” practices which 

“imprisoned women in the home” in Turkey. La Rambla noted that the announcement of a 

Turkish Miss universe in 1932 represented progress into the public sphere for women and a 

relaxation in dress codes and norms.662  

An article on the selection of a “Miss Catalonia” in 1933 carried an interview with the 

victor, Gaby Rodriguez, in which she mentioned that her father had taught her republican ideals 

and that she “venerated Macià” and listed him alongside Azaña as a political idol.  As well as the 

19 year old’s good looks, her political views were examined and praised and it was noted that she 

enjoyed swimming and was engaged in the study of languages. Rodriguez was clear that she 

supported the independence of a “liberal and advanced” Catalonia under the Republic. She was 

very much presented as a citizen capable of making political choices and being held accountable 

for them.  Although the problems with such pageants were noted in the article, they clearly still 

merited reporting and the miss Catalonia who was selected to represent the nation did so as an 

engaged citizen.663 Furthermore, the publication of women’s sporting results alongside this article 

gives an illustration of the progress that had been made.  

The ERC had an active women’s section and while this did bring women into the party it 

also attracted criticism. Rosa Arquimbau, among others, opposed the notion of a separate 

women’s body, rather than a gender-neutral party, enacting a debate shared by all left wing 

parties of the Era in Europe. She stated that “the idea was not to form ourselves into women’s 

                                                        
662 “Ecos.” La Rambla de Catalunya, August 29, 1932. 

663 “crec que he dit prou els dretes nos poden facilitar en cap manera el ressorgir de nostra independencia 
liberal i avancada ““La Dona Mes Belle D’europa.” La Rambla de Catalunya, February 20, 1933. 
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sections but to form ourselves into mixed sections with them [men].”664 As with many 

movements based in an ideology of change, there were those who felt that it abandoned its 

ideology when in power. Elvira Serret, herself a member of the ERC, stated that it “was 

continually deviating [from its gender path] more and more each day,” and that its “unconscious 

[gender] fascism” was a move away from its “republican, Catalanist and workerist” goals and that 

it was losing the support of women. She went on to remind the party that women had played a 

key role in many elections where they had received the vote and could do so in Catalonia.665 

However, the ERC was, in her eyes, still guilty of many unconscious biases against women, and 

of being too slow to pass legislation in their favour. Serret was also a founding member of the 

Front Únic Femení d'Esquerra Catalana (FUFEC) which sprung out of the ERC with more 

radical gender goals but ultimately had little success.  

 In the end, it was not at the ballot box that women took matters into their own hands and 

empowered themselves. The gains for women were less visible, but they were in physical culture 

and day to day life rather than in grand sweeping legislative change. By undermining the idea of 

women as “weak” the tool of physical culture was able to do things that legislative change could 

not.  

 

 

 

 

                                                        
664 “L’ideal seria no fromar-nos en seccions femenines, sino formarnos en seccions mixtes amb ells” 
Arquimbau, Rosa. “Seccions Femenines?” l’Opino, August 10, 1932. 

665  The main criticism of the ERC in Serret’s article is that the ERC had abandoned its national agenda and 
was not pushing for more separation from Madrid. Her gender issues seem to be an important, but 
secondary concern. “la continuada desviació que cada dia es va accentuant amb l’actuació de vostre 
partit” “un feixisme inconscient” “su republicanisme,catalanisme,obrerisme” Serret, Elvira. “La Senyora 
Elvira Serret, En Una Lletra Adrecada Al Senyor Macià, Exposa Les Causes per Que ;es Dones Catalanes 
No Poden Votar l’Esquerra Republicana.” La Veu de Catalunya, November 10, 1933. 
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Women and the Libertarian Left.  

Mary Nash666 reminds us that when investigating feminism and women’s history, we 

should note that feminism takes on different meanings in different spheres. Often, we can be 

guilty of imposing a Northern European liberal value set where it is not valid and judging other 

feminisms by their failure to live up to the goals of a certain feminism. The classic bourgeois-

liberal feminist approach pushes political rights and holds an equality of de jure rights to be the 

desirable outcome for women. However, in the Spanish case, politics had not emerged from a 

philosophical discourse of natural rights as much as from a background of corruption in the form 

of caciquismo and a struggle for substantive, rather than procedural rights. In this context, if we 

evaluate women’s condition by their access to political rights, we miss the point that this was not 

a primary goal for them nor for any member of the Catalan working classes, regardless of gender. 

Struggles in the neighbourhoods of Barcelona and the counties of Catalonia were about changes 

in lived experience rather than procedural rights. Our investigation of women’s rights should be 

as much about access to substantive benefits and de facto rights as it is about access to the ballot 

box and de jure rights. As such we must acknowledge the demands, claims and goals of civil 

society, and how these were met with government and civil society action in the street, as well as 

the rights and legislation granted to women in law.  

  If our investigation of women’s lives must go beyond the political sources and the 

legislation and into the sources of social history and the experiences of real life, then physical 

culture can provide a valuable perspective. This era was not one of a consolidated liberal 

democracy, nor a political climate which was based on abstract rights discourse (although this did 

inform the ERC perspective). In the working class neighbourhoods in and around Barcelona, 

                                                        
666 Nash, Mary. Defying male civilization : women in the Spanish Civil War. Denver, Colo.: Arden Press, 
1995. 
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unions mattered more than parties and real rights were often fought for in the street, not voted for 

in elections. The working classes often acted outside of the government system to ensure access 

to basics, such as food and shelter. Just as the study of the moral economy of these 

neighbourhoods offers us a window in to a different world, so physical culture lets us study 

acceptance of women into popular cultural institutions and their de facto equality.  

The line taken by the libertarians of the CNT and associated unions on women’s issues 

was far from revolutionary; like the other working class organizations of the era, they saw gender 

issues as secondary to their revolutionary goals. However, this approach was based in a structural 

conflict between differing goals, rather than a notion of female inferiority.  There was an obvious 

conflict between any group making special rights claims, and the universal goal of revolution. 

Once the revolution was made, all would be equal in the eyes of the revolutionary left. While it 

acknowledged that women may be even more oppressed by the current system, this did not mean 

that the libertarian movement felt they could make special claims.667 Pushing women’s rights 

would, at best, slow down the collapse of the system by distracting people from the struggle. At 

worst, it would prevent the revolution by pacifying the workers and leaving them content with 

minor gains.  Furthermore, the CNT applied a male breadwinner model in its union structure, and 

often moved to prevent women from taking its male members’ jobs.  As Sanchez Blanco has said: 

"the concept of the traditional, nuclear and patriarchal family was predominant not only on the 

conservative right but also on the left in the socialist, communist and anarchist sectors."668 

Although women were able to advocate for themselves in the movement, and often had a 

legitimate place within it as factory or domestic labourers, it was never a priority of the libertarian 

left to increase the status or rights of women in Catalan society. The advance in women’s rights 

                                                        
667 Kaplan, Temma E. “Spanish Anarchism and Women’s Liberation.” Journal of Contemporary History 6, 
no. 2 (April 1, 1971): 101 –110. 

668 Sánchez Blanco, L. “El Anarcofeminismo En España: Las Propuestas Anarquistas De Mujeres Libres 
Para Conseguir La Igualdad De Géneros.” Foro De Educación, no. 9 (2007): pp237 
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and in women’s lives came from the ERC and the grass roots physical cultural societies, not from 

the working class politics that existed alongside them.   

This structural conflict led to a situation where libertarian groups were not inclined 

towards the goals of liberal feminism, but they did not entirely exclude women either.   Federica 

Montseny was a highly influential Catalan anarchist writer and publisher, and her parents were 

both active anarchist journalists. She followed suit, writing in Solidaridad Obrera and Tierra y 

Libertad. As a member of the FAI, she represented the extreme wing of anarcho-syndicalism, 

most inclined to violence and least willing to compromise with the state. Despite this, when the 

libertarians did enter government, it was through her office in the Ministry of Health. In a similar 

vein, Lola Iturbe, a fervent anarchist, member of women’s groups such as Mujeres Libres, and 

later part of the Comité de Milicias Antifascistas was able to publish her opinions in the anarchist 

newspaper Tierra y Libertad. Her thinking often reflected on women, and urged them to take 

their feminist goals into the home and confront their husbands.669 Clearly, women could find a 

voice in the press with which to advocate for themselves; however, this voice seems to have been 

shouted out by other, louder, cries for revolution and social change. While women such as 

Montseny were able to succeed in libertarian parties, libertarian unions kept them from instituting 

a system that would allow more widespread equity in the workplace.670 The model they employed 

was centred on a single, male, breadwinner, and their unions would strike and protest in order to 

enforce this model and its associated family wage for men.   

The key difference between the libertarian left and the conservative right is that, although 

neither pushed for women’s rights, the former did not see women as essentially any less capable. 

                                                        
669 Ackelsberg, Martha A. Free Women of Spain: Anarchism and the Struggle for the Emancipation of 
Women. Oakland, CA: AK Press, 2005. 

670 “Actividades de Mujeres Libres.” Mujeres LIbres, no. 12 (1936). Referenced in Ackelsberg, Martha A. 
Free Women of Spain: Anarchism and the Struggle for the Emancipation of Women. Oakland, CA: AK 
Press, 2005. 
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Women were seen to have value as party members, but their claims for rights had no special 

precedence. To an extent, women’s liberation lost out on the support of the libertarian left, due to 

its association with the bourgeois suffragist movement in Catalonia. Anarchist, and other leftist 

groups such as the POUM, did have women’s sections but these were very much focused on 

recruiting women to the cause, rather than furthering women’s specific grievances within or 

through the party. These groups were a part of the party that appealed to women, rather than a 

group of women that influenced gender policy. Increasingly, the terrain on which working class 

women interacted with and influenced gender issues was that of the social movement, not the 

political party.  

In opposition to (and perhaps because of) the left’s general tendency to ignore women's 

issues, the group Mujeres Libres (free women) emerged in 1936.671 Although they rejected the 

term “feminist” as bourgeois, Mujeres Libres are perhaps best defined as anarcho-feminist and 

recognized the dual militancy that this required with neither goal subjugated to the other. They 

asked how men could advocate for freedom in the workplace and in politics while acting as 

virtual dictators in the home. Mujeres Libres were seemingly unique in making this connection 

between oppression in the workplace and oppression in the home.  As Mary Nash points out, they 

were among the first to make women’s liberation a class issue. This was not a women’s section of 

an anarchosyndicalist group like the Grupo Cultural Femenino CNT (CNT women’s culture 

group), but a women’s anarchist organization, as such they aimed to dispel the idea of a conflict 

between the gender and class struggles.  

These women were, in their own words “raised on anarchism ... with our mother's 

milk”672. The group’s primary role was, in its own words, to liberate women from the "triple 

                                                        
671 Sánchez Blanco, L. “El Anarcofeminismo En España: Las Propuestas Anarquistas De Mujeres Libres 
Para Conseguir La Igualdad De Géneros.” Foro De Educación, no. 9 (2007): 229–238. 

672 Azucena Fernandez Barba quoted in Ackelsberg, Martha A. Free Women of Spain: Anarchism and the 
Struggle for the Emancipation of Women. Oakland, CA: AK Press, 2005. 
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enslavement to ignorance, as women, and as producers"673 this involved education as 

empowerment and access to jobs and physical culture. Adopting a more pragmatic attitude, these 

groups did not speak about theoretical rights but about achieving outcomes practically. Physical 

empowerment of women was a way of teaching and realizing this practical empowerment.  To 

this end they worked to create sites such as el casal de la dona treballadora in Barcelona where 

working class come together over these issues674. They opposed marriage as slavery and pushed 

the libertarian left to follow through on its theoretical commitment to opposition to the nuclear 

family.  

Feminism as a Social Movement 

Despite the existence of Bourgeois and anarchist women's groups, there was no one 

group that brought the classes together behind a gender cause, "political polarization prevented 

the development of trans class unity around a common gender cause."675 The bourgeois groups 

had a very different idea of what a woman’s education should involve and how Catalan women 

should see themselves.676 These differing views, combined with fundamental political 

disagreements, prevented a cross class, cross party, feminism. This meant that gender issues were 

more easily addressed culturally than politically and physical culture offered an important terrain 

for women’s liberation and empowerment.  

Increasingly, Catalan women asked for more than the vote, there was a demand for 

substantive empowerment.  In an article in La Rambla, Rosa Maria Arquimbau stated that 

feminism was not about securing the vote but about “improving the culture of women”. She went 

                                                        
673 Ibid. 

674 Nash, M. “Political Culture, Catalan Nationalism, and the Women’s Movement in Early Twentieth-
century Spain.” In Women’s Studies International Forum, 19:45–54, 1996. 

675 Nash, M. “Political Culture, Catalan Nationalism, and the Women’s Movement in Early Twentieth-
century Spain.” In Women’s Studies International Forum, 19:45–54, 1996. Pp11 

676 Aguado, Ana. “Entre Lo Publico y Lo Privado.” Ayer 60 (2005): 105–134. 
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on to suggest mixed schooling and a place for women in the public sphere, equal access to 

education and learning. She pointed out that in nations such as England and Germany, women 

had the vote but little else in the way of education or empowerment. Inevitably these women 

played little in the way of an active political role and were inclined to perpetuate the stereotype of 

the idea of women as prone to irrational hysteria. Arquimbau concluded that the Catalan 

“feminism” must be “a work of culture, and nothing more than culture, in order to [really] help 

women.”677  To speak of a right to vote in the absence of an ability to read and write seems to be 

to put the cart before the horse. Even in 1930, 38.4% of Spanish women were illiterate (albeit this 

rate was lower in Catalonia) and girls were twice as likely as boys to find themselves in religious 

education.678 This doubly impacted women’s progress as they received less education, the 

education they did receive was likely to be more conservative and they were less likely to be able 

to educate themselves through reading. Thus many initial women’s groups focused on education 

as a primary means of empowerment. Once women were equipped with the ability to read and 

write, they could undertake revolutionary changes themselves. However there was still a need to 

address the idea of women as physically frail and this was a task for physical, not intellectual, 

groups.  

The Republican Woman and Republican Women’s Physical Culture. 

Legal gains were, as previously mentioned, only part of the battle for Catalan women. Of 

equal value were the gains made outside of the debating chambers. These gains gave women 

access to physical culture and substantive equality. Clearly there existed many competing models 

for women in politics and they were far from a unified group. This was the politics of rights, not 

exclusively of gender and it is in these rights, both De Facto and De Jure, which we shall find the 

                                                        
677 “ Es una obra de Cultura i només de Cultura la que cal fer a favor de la dona” Arquimbau, Rosa. “Mes 
de Femenisme.” La Rambla de Catalunya, May 4, 1931. 

678 Nash, Mary. “Experiencea Y Aprendizaje: La Formación Histórica de Los Feminismos En España.” 
Historia Social, 1994, 151–72. 
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stance of the ERC and the Second Republic best displayed. Physical culture was a valuable tool 

for the ERC in incorporating people in to the political nation and allowing the nation to perform 

unity. Thus, through looking at the use, and extent, of physical culture among women in Second 

Republic Catalonia we gain a better perspective on the real gains they made.  

Physical culture was embraced by the Women’s movement and the popular sport 

movement during the Second Republic embraced women. The goal of the former was the 

emancipation and liberation of women. The latter aimed to incorporate previously excluded 

groups into the Catalan nation. By coming together in the gymnasia and pools of the nation, these 

two movements were able to combine their goals and women became more equal to men in a 

cross class and cross gender nation that was built with the help of popular sport.  

Women in the popular sport movement.  

What sport offered was a public platform for women outside of the gender debate and a 

way of publically performing gender equality. Women could be in the public eye as athletes and 

participate in the nation in the same way.  Those who were not interested in discussing the 

capabilities and constraints of women could not avoid witnessing their performances in the clubs 

and facilities that mixed gender and class.  As such, sport was an important policy tool for 

reforming ideas about women, as well as class. By demonstrating the obvious failings of the 

“differential endocrinology” model, the ideas that rested on it could also be drawn into question.  

As gender equality was always a secondary goal, this ability to hitch it onto a greater popular 

sport movement, which primarily served the ERC’s cross class national ends, allowed progress to 

be made towards both goals. Rather than forcing a gender model onto people through legislation 

or education, the use of popular sport that embraced men and women demonstrated the value of 

equality with evidence and shared experience.   

Even in their first magazine, Mujeres Libres took note of the value of physical culture 

and exercise for women and made it a part of their proposed solution to the problems faced by 



 

    

337

women in the Second Republic.679 The process of opening up progressive schools, ateneus and 

sports clubs arguably made a more real impact on real lives than the vote had done. Given this 

experience it should not be a surprise to the historian to find that women both engaged with and 

were engaged by physical culture and sport during this period. Although their rhetoric was 

compelling, it was through practical action, not political persuasion, that Mujeres Libres most 

readily impacted the lives of women. Over 20,000 members would join the organization’s 103 

chapters during the Republic.680 These sections also made the case for including women in other 

elements of progressive leftist society such as ateneus, sports clubs and neighbourhood groups.  

As The Civil War became inevitable, there emerged a section of “war sports” that combined with 

a physically empowered femininity made the milicianas a possibility.681 This helped women 

empower themselves, educate each other, and teach men that they were more than physically and 

intellectually capable of competing alongside them. Just as the nation grew from a political 

construct to a real one on the sports field so did gender equality. Once women and men had 

participated together in sports and physical culture it became difficult to deny them rights 

elsewhere.  

 While ideological youth movements granted equal access to women in the Second 

Republic, one might expect this of them. They were, after all, driven by a vision of a new society. 

Perhaps a more telling analysis is that of the access to sport that women enjoyed, especially in 

clubs that were not directly engaged in the debate on gender. Through analysis of the willingness 

of sports organizations that were not motivated by gender goals, we can establish the attitudes 

                                                        
679 Mujeres LIbres, May 20, 1936. Referenced in Goldman, Emma. Vision on Fire: Emma Goldman on the 
Spanish Revolution. 2nd ed. Oakland, CA: AK Press, 2006. 

680 Nash, Mary, and Irene Cifuentes. Rojas: Las Mujeres Republicanas En La Guerra Civil. Taurus, 1999.  

681 “Actividades de Mujeres Libres.” Mujeres LIbres, no. 12 (1936). Referenced in Ackelsberg, Martha A. 
Free Women of Spain: Anarchism and the Struggle for the Emancipation of Women. Oakland, CA: AK 
Press, 2005. 
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towards women and gender in the popular sports movement and if these attitudes allowed women 

the same opportunities for integration into a cross class national identity that men received from 

the movement.  

Sport provided many different things for different women and indeed for the men who 

participated alongside them. Even those who did not enter into sport with the goal of 

empowerment were participating in a process which illustrated that the Republican woman was 

neither enfeebled nor weak. La Rambla itself provided a clear illustration of how sport was seen 

by different women. Writing in 1934 under an assumed name, Anna Muria provided a list of 

different perspectives on women’s sport and its value. In her own words, we can see why 

women’s sport took on the momentum it did and the different reasons that it gained support (and 

met with opposition) from various groups. This section does a wonderful job of illustrating how 

sport served to unite disparate groups who all saw a benefit in practicing physical culture and in 

doing so bring women into a cross class national sporting program which would influence both 

gender and national identity. Muria lists the different women one might find at, or opining on, 

sports events and what sport meant to each of them:  

The damsel:  It [sport] is elegant: - very chic and fashionable; a very modern way 

of dressing ... 

The housewife: - One way to waste time. 

The girl that works: - The joy of moving! 

The “blessed” woman: - Indecent. 

The feminist - Physical culture is indispensable for the emancipation of women. 

 But the passion for sports without the control of the intellect occurs to the detriment of 

intelligence and intellectual attitudes. 

The sportswoman: - ... Sport is sport; that’s it! Training, effort and record breaking; and 

after taking a shower. Then come cups and medals! 
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The political aficionado: - It is a tool for citizens to become strong, healthy and  

useful to the country and society. Perfect citizens of today are aware of their 

rights and duties; perfect mothers of tomorrow forge future generations 

who redeem mankind. 

The 'Miss neighbourhood 1934': - It is very good for keeping slim ... 

The old lady: - Go ... go ... If you are the equal of the young lads, oh these girls today! 

Homo sapiens: - Sport ... female? PSS! It's not worth talking about it.”682 

 

Many of the civil society organizations that are mentioned in other chapters had active 

women’s sections. However, It is important to distinguish between a women’s section that 

allowed women full access to an organization’s activities, and a women’s section that existed to 

keep women separate from the club’s main focus. Among the Catalan civil society organizations 

mentioned in previous chapters, the Club Natació, FC Barcelona, CADCI and the Ateneu 

Enciclopedic Popular all had active women’s sport programs. These were only distinct from 

men’s programs for purposes of competition and enjoyed equal access to facilities and coaching 

judging by bulletins and reports The Club Natació featured young men and women in its teams, 

                                                        
682 “La damisel? la elegant: – Una moda molt chic; un costum molt modern… 
La dona de sa casa: – Una manera de perdre el temps. 
La noia que treballa: – L’alegria de moure’s! 
La beata: – una indecència. 
La feminista: – La cultura física indispensable per a l’emancipació de la dona. 
Reprobo, però, la passió esportiva i la pràctica exagerada dels esports sense el 
control de la intel?ligència i en detriment de l’actitud intel?lectual. 
L’esportiva: – L’esport és… l’esport; ja està tot dit. Entrenament, esforç i rècord; i, 
al darrera, dutxa. Copes i medalles! 
L’aficionada a la política: – És un instrument per a formar ciutadanes fortes, sanes 
útils a la pàtria i a la societat. Ciutadanes perfectes avui, coneixedores dels seus 
drets i els seus deures; mares perfectes demà, forjadores de les futures generacions 
que han de redimir la humanitat. 
La ‘Miss Barriada 1934’: – És molt bo per a conservar la línia… 
La velleta: – Aneu… aneu… Si són igual que xicotots, aquestes noies d’avui dia! 
L’Homo sapiens: – L’esport… femení? Psé! No val la pena de parlar-ne.” 

Romaní, (Anna Murià). “Una Pregunta I Moltes Respostes – Què És L’esport?” La Rambla, April 30, 1934. 
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parades, events, and even on the front cover of its own publication. Clearly the female members 

were a source of equal pride for the club. Indeed, women occupied positions of authority in the 

CNB, such as that held by the coach Josefina Torrens.683 FC Barcelona changed its constitution to 

include the word “members” without a specific gender and not only added a women’s team but 

also a woman to its board of directors in 1934.  It was through these clubs that women were 

integrated into a broader popular sporting world that hoped to teach national and cross class 

identity. 

 The national physical education movement also included women. Indeed the theoretical 

writing on the subject and calls for a codified physical education program for the nation went out 

of their way to point out that women were “much neglected” in the physical education which was 

practiced before the Republic and that they should not be forgotten by the new regime’s efforts.684 

As early as 1930 La Veu De Catalunya considered there to be an “urgent” need to address 

women’s physical education.685  Elias called for a physical education system that attended to the 

physical formation of young men and women in order for the nation to coordinate them behind a 

national movement. Through supporting an education system that taught young boys and girls 

that they were equally intellectually, physically and emotionally capable, the ERC actively 

supported more equal gender roles and made use of physical culture to do so.   

                                                        
683 Mercadal, Neus Real. El club femení i d’esports de Barcelona, plataforma d’acció cultural. L’Abadia de 
Montserrat, 1998. 
 
684 “La seva missió ha d’ésser fer comprendre la urgent necessitat d’atendre l’aspecte físic de la formació 
de la infància i del jovent, sense oblidar la dona, tant negligida fins ara: coordinar i impulsar els esforços 

que des de diferents sectors hom realitza amb aquesta finalitat i formar gent tècnicament capacitada per 
ajudar a dur a terme aquesta obra de millorament de la nostra col·lectivitat” J., Batista, J. M., Bosch, R., 
Folguera, M., Garí, J., Guardiola, Trabal J. A. “L’obra d’Educació Fisica Popular.” La Veu de Catalunya. 
3rd April 1930 

685  “La seva missió ha d’ésser fer comprendre la urgent necessitat d’atendre l’aspecte físic de la formació 
de la infància i del jovent, sense oblidar la dona,” Batista, J. M., Bosch, R., Folguera, M., Garí, J., 
Guardiola, Trabal J. A. “L’obra d’Educació Fisica Popular.” La Veu de Catalunya. 3rd April 1930 
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Women in Elite and Popular Sports Clubs and Contests 

For many of the sporting civil society organizations, women and men were equal 

members. The Club Natació took part in many of the women’s only competitions put on by the 

Club Femeni I d’Esports,686 often winning medals in swimming events and always supporting 

such competitions with their presence.687 The CNB itself aimed to represent a republic and to be 

an example of democracy and its potential for inclusion of different genders and classes.688 When 

the elite and popular sporting clubs began to compete in and host women’s events, this showed 

that women’s events were now considered part of the “sporting” world and not the “women’s” 

world. When the CNB hosted their own Catalan national championships, these included women’s 

events as well as men’s. They were not unique in this regard; swimming clubs from Reus, other 

areas of Barcelona, Sabadell and Terassa,689 all hosted and competed in such events.  Later CNB 

publications stated that they aimed to teach both young men and women how to swim as a public 

safety measure without differentiating classes by gender.690 Through the actions of popular 

sporting civil society, and their allies in the press, the legislative gains of the ERC were turned 

into practical gains and physical empowerment for Catalan women.  

Spanish women’s athletics championships began soon after the Republic itself on the 24th 

and 25th of October 1931. These events continued on an annual basis throughout the Republic 

                                                        
686 This club, which shall be explored in greater detail later in the chapter existed spceficcally to promote 
women in sports. It was a feminist and sports club (at least at first) and as such had an explicit gender goal 
as well as a sporting one. However through integration into the popular porting movement gender and 
national idenitties could both grow together.  
687 “Dels Campionats Femeni I Infantils.” Foment: Portaveu Oficial En Les Comarques Tarragonines Del 
Partit d’Unio Federal Nacionalista Republicana, September 12, 1934. 

688 Freixas, Francesc. “Una República.” Natació, February 1934. 

689 “Gran Festival Atletic Femeni Dedicat a ‘Cultura de La Dona Reusenca.’” La Cruz, Diario Catolico, 
April 28, 1931 

690 “El Conseller de Culutra de La Generalitat de Catalunya, S’ocupa de L’ensenyament de La Natació.” 
Natació, January 1936. 
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(aside from 1934), and saw Catalan and Spanish teams competing against each other. The 

contests were generally held in Barcelona and dominated by Catalan women.  1932’s contest 

occurred in Montjuïc in front of a crowd that included Pau Casals, a Catalan hero and 

internationally renowned musician. This serves as evidence of the status of the event and its 

embrace by Catalan civil society.  The crowd at the event certainly outnumbered the 4 women 

who competed for Spain, one of whom was drafted in at the last minute to make up the numbers 

for the 4 x 75m relay. The more numerous Catalans were again victorious, largely thanks to Rosa 

Castelltort taking home gold medals in 5 of her 6 events.691   

Rosa Castelltort was the foremost sprinter of her day, a title she competed for with her 

sisters Mercè and Maria who were equally talented athletes. Her training regime was a rigorous 

one, often beginning at 5:30am before she went to her work in a shop or later in a pharmaceutical 

laboratory. Her work and talents also extended to the ski slopes where she taught and competed.  

Despite this rigorous schedule, she lived to 99 years old, dying in 1999.692 Her example of a 

woman competing at the highest level and working in a job that required her to be well educated, 

and well respected, could not be a better illustration of the gains made by the Republic in 

Catalonia. Indeed the hosting of the national championships, and the Catalan dominance of it, 

served to show how far women’s sport in Catalonia outstripped that in the rest of Spain. Not only 

were the Catalan athletes superior, but also their support from their government and access to 

infrastructure was superior also.  

The incorporation of women into elite sport allowed them to become heroines and 

empowered role models for other women in the Republic. They showed a socially acceptable 

physically empowered, notion of femininity and the nation showed its support for this.  The 

                                                        
691 El Mundo Deportivo, September 10, 1932. 

692 “Atlético.” El Mundo Deportivo, March 24, 2009. 
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Castelltort sisters were the foremost of the Catalan heroines but there were many other women 

who wowed crowds and merited press coverage for their exploits. Like the Castelltort sisters, 

Joaquima Andreu was a member of a sporting dynasty, with her brother also a national level 

athlete. She excelled in longer distance races and represented Catalonia abroad both before and 

during the Civil War. She won several international events in France during the conflict and, in 

doing so, kept the cause of her government and nation current in the minds of sports fans and the 

media in the rest of Europe. The position of women in the nation had evolved enough by 1936 

that women athletes were familiar enough with the national narrative to promote the message of 

the ERC abroad. Likewise the nation itself had moved forward enough to accept this role for 

women.  

A dispute between athletics federations led to the absence of the talented Moles693 and 

Villa694 in the 1933 national championships. These two great republican athletes were resident in 

Madrid at the time and thus competed for the Spanish team. Thanks to their absence the Catalan 

team affected a whitewash over their Castilian competition. The phenomenal skills of Anna 

Tugas further helped this effort; such was her capacity that she only lost one shotput event in the 

entire period of the Second Republic. These women were able to compete in an international 

contest that same year when a combined team selected from various universities travelled to the 

                                                        
693 Margot Moles was the greatest throwing athlete of the Second Republic. She was born in Catalonia and 
later moved to Madrid with her family.  True to the ethos of sports at the time, she also competed in many 
other events, including skiing in the 1936 winter Olympics. She combined her sporting capacity with a 
leftist political outlook and captained the women’s hockey team as well as swimming and playing 
basketball and tennis in the 1937 workers’ Olympiad. Both she and her husband were strong and committed 
republicans. When her husband was killed by Franco in 1942, she retreated from public life and athletics 
after the Civil War.  
 
694 Aurora Villa was an exceptional talent in the shotput and hammer events. Villa’s skills extended beyond 
the shotput: she held national records in high and long jumps, swimming and javelin. In the 1932 National 
championships she competed in ten events! These achievements are made all the more remarkable by her 
position as one of the foremost ophthalmologists on the peninsula, once again a powerful example of the 
potential that the Second Republic offered for women 
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Portuguese capital of Lisbon to compete against a group of women studying there695. In doing so 

they aptly illustrated the access to education and physical culture offered to women under the 

Republic. 

Sokols and Women 

The progressive discourse of the ERC towards women was embraced by Catalonia’s 

Sokol movement. Boys and girls participated equally in the political debates, education and 

physical activates which these groups undertook, and this provided a valuable environment for 

young people to learn about gender equality.696 The movement existed to form democratic 

citizens with a national identity that fitted into an international fraternal organization. Palestra 

appealed to Catalan women directly, even posting in women’s publications, such as La Dona 

Catalana. One article stated that “you can strengthen your patriotic feelings, attend to your 

physical education, and to your character, without forgetting our social task of helping those who 

are sick or unable to help themselves.”697 Through this appeal, Palestra hoped to draw women 

into the organization from across classes and equip them with a sense of social obligation 

alongside national identity. The organization spoke explicitly about its “feminist orientation,” 

outlining a desire to welcome Catalans of both genders and, in doing so, to help both young men 

and women become more “perfect citizens.”698 These schools of citizenship taught young people 

to come together for a national cause, regardless of their sex or class. They hoped to form a more 

                                                        
695 “En El ‘Match’ Lisboa-Madrid Dos Deportistas Madrileñas Baten Dos "Récords’.” La Voz, May 22, 
1934. 

696 Vilar, P., and J. Termes. Història De Catalunya. Edicions 62, 1987. 

697 “Dona Catalana, respon a la criada de Palestra. En l’ambient I l’organizatcio de la seva seccio 
femenina podras enfortir els teus sentimens patriotics I atendre a la teva educacio fisica I a la del teu 
character, sens olbidar l’obra social per ajudar les alters noies malaltes o desvalgudes” “Palestra.” La 
Dona Catalana, March 6, 1931. 

698 Carme Espinosa de los Monteros. “Palestra En L’orientacio Femenina.” La Senyera, December 1930. 
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equal Catalonia, through the education of young people, and to teach young people to respect 

others as their equals.   

True to the example of the Czech Sokols, Palestra and Els falcons did not reinforce ideas 

of a physically enfeebled femininity. Alongside the physical exercises, they were also empowered 

to debate and discuss politics through these organizations, preparing them for an active 

participation in the public sphere. Furthermore, young men were educated through such an 

experience to see young women as their equals. Both boys and girls were able to undertake the 

mass activities of the organizations together. Images of the human pyramids and mass displays 

undertaken by Palestra clearly show young men and women participating alongside each other in 

the structures. Their language spoke of brothers and sisters and their education programs offered 

courses in nursing and stenography699 that served to empower young women to take jobs. All 

members of the Sokol were allowed a vote on its direction and participated equally in its physical 

and intellectual activities. .   It was from such groups that visions of a new society were 

expounded and made natural for the next generation; these visions provided for more equal 

gender roles and a more physically empowered female identity.   

In the years following 1934’s proclamation of the Catalan state, and the subsequent 

repression of this movement, there was a crackdown on Catalan youth groups. In this more 

controlling climate, it was the women’s sections of such groups that persisted.  Presumably, in the 

eyes of the regime in Madrid, they were seen as less of a paramilitary threat. Again, the narrative 

of physically feeble women was evident on the right. Following its repression after October 1934, 

Palestra became Club David and spent much of its energy on giving practical courses in subjects 

such as nursing700 to young women. These women could learn practical skills that gave them a 

                                                        
699 Palestra. “CATALA, CONEIX CATALUNYA!,” 1934. Pavello de la republica. 

700 La Publicitat, August 3, 1932. 
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place in the workforce, while Palestra continued to nurture their Catalan identity through its 

curriculum.701 The government in Madrid feared little from what it saw as benign programs 

teaching women medical and practical skills in fields that were coded as appropriate for their sex.  

What was not perceived in Madrid was that these groups linked practical education with the 

development of national identity. Alongside nursing, young women learned Catalan language and 

history. Palestra hoped that, through this curriculum, women would come to see a role for 

themselves in a democratic and autonomous Catalan future. Later, such groups and their networks 

served to aid the recruitment of women into the popular militia and as a valuable list of those who 

had medical or practical skills that could serve the Republic. Although some of the courses 

offered were for female coded jobs such as childcare and typing, Palestra also offered courses in 

medicine, office administration and the Catalan economy to young men and women.702  While 

certain courses were targeted at women, no courses were barred to them. This education, and the 

associated physical culture of Palestra, aimed not only to empower young women and help them 

find better jobs, but also to ensure that those young women who were empowered carried a sense 

of Catalan identity.  

While Palestra and similar organizations did much to empower young women to take 

exercise and be physically and intellectually more capable, they did not entirely upset or 

undermine existing gender stereotypes with their discourse.  Palestra posited the same perceived 

crisis as the Falange and Catholic youth organizations but with a different end point; i.e. they 

promised to “curb the clamour for liberty, morals and national recovery”. They proposed to do 

this by making sure that “women had a place to work within the ranks of Palestra,” and wished to 

take advantage of women’s “sensitivity and intuition and their influence on men and in the home” 

                                                        
701 Duran, L. “Palestra: Cultura, Civisme i Esport Per Als Joves.” Revista De Catalunya, no. 163 (2001): 
25–42. 

702 “Curses de Palestra.” La Publicitat, October 3, 1936. 
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to build a stronger sense of Catalan identity. In addition to this, Palestra wished to take advantage 

of the domestic role of women, both through encouraging them to buy Catalan products and raise 

Catalan children. They would not force women to “remain at home with their hands folded [but 

rather] give them a place of honour in the struggle of our people.”703 This place, while better than 

their current situation, was not likely to be fully equal to that of their menfolk. Palestra were far 

from advocates of radical gender equality but nor were they partisans of the traditional 

conservative approach. Only very few feminists were really advocating for a total re-imagining of 

gender roles. For most women and most women’s groups, the task at hand was to move forward 

towards a more equal and more open nation. The Palestra advocacy for women, along with the 

working classes, helped make Catalan identity more open to women and their lives better and 

formed a physical basis for a new Catalan social order.  

Case Study: The Club Femeni i d’Esports 

Alongside the sports clubs that incorporated women, was the Club Femeni I d’Esports 

(CFE), which had an explicit gender goal.  Founded in 1928 by Teresa Torrens704 and Enriqueta 

Sèculi,705 the CFE grew to occupy a prestigious space in the Plaça d’Espanya by the time of the 

Republic. As the Dictatorship grew weaker, the club grew stronger and more visible in the press. 

Both its founders were active in the Republican movement, founding and supporting many 

organizations that encouraged women to support the republican left. The club held its first event 

                                                        
703  “la seva accio,sensibilitat,clarividencia essencialment femenines sinó també la seva influenca damunt 
l’home i en la llar… per el millorament del nostre poble” “no ens obliga de restar permenentament a casa 
ambles manes plegades… un lloc de honor i de treball en la lluita de tot el nostre poble” “Palestra.” La 
Dona Catalana, March 6, 1931 

704 In 1931 Torrens founded the Comitè d’Adhesió Republicana Femenina showing her republican 
credentials. Her sister Josefina was a coach for the CNB.  
 
705 Sèculi was a founding member of the Women’s section of Palestra as well as the Front Únic Femení 
d'Esquerra Catalana. She was a teacher and actively promoted the teaching of Catalan in schools. Her 
politics and national identity very much fitted with the ERC and its model of using physical culture to teach 
left republican Catalanism.  
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in April 1930 in Hospitalet de Llobregat, showing a reach beyond the capital city. Although the 

club was founded before the Republic, it only really began to exert influence on the culture and 

conduct of the nation under the new regime. The political influence it could exert through sport 

grew with the blooming in physical and associational culture that accompanied the Republic. In 

La Rambla, an editorial stated that this organization would serve to “bring together two factors 

for the same ideal – sport and culture- before this they seemed to be headed on diverging 

paths.”706 This mission aligned the CFE very closely with the government and civil society goals 

of the popular sport movement.  The CFE saw their work as complementary to that of the groups 

who educated women, stating that “the two balancing plates of modern femininity are the 

swimming pool and the library” and that the balance of these two would give women the 

immeasurable and highly desirable Catalan trait of “seny.”707  The club allowed women to enjoy 

hockey, fencing, swimming, gymnastics, athletics, tennis, basketball, skating and excursions. As 

was also the custom for men at the time, the women were encouraged to compete in several sports 

and balance the strains on their bodies for a more complete development. Indeed, many competed 

in multiple events at the same meet.  This socially advanced and considered physicality was tied 

to a nationalist discourse with the goal of creating a more empowered, more Catalan, femininity. 

Through the balance between physical and intellectual development, women would be fully 

incorporated into the nation.  

 The club had “no other mission aside from “the physical and cultural education of 

Catalan girls”.  Physical, cultural, and national growth were all the hallmarks of the popular sport 

program. Although Sèculi demonstrated something of an obsession with membership, the club 

                                                        
706 “convergier vers un mateix ideal aquests dos factros – esport I cultura – que fins fa poc semblavem 
allunyarse amb una empenta divergent” De Bellmunt, Domenec. “L’esport Femeni I La Politica.” La 
Rambla, February 24, 1930. 

707 “Piscina i biblioteca: els dos plats de la balança de la modernitat femenina. i 
damunt de cada plat, una gran quantitat de gràcia i una gran quantitat de seny“ Muria, Anna. “Piscina I 
Biblioteca. Una Família Esportiva.” La Rambla de Catalunya, July 25, 1932. 
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seems to have peaked at around 1,500-2,000 members. This does not mean that the services and 

events that the club organized did not impact many more women, but membership still fell short 

of the stated goal of 5,000 which Sèculi mentioned in 1930.708   The magazine Portaveu del Club 

Femení i d’Esports709 expounded on the club’s ideology and references to it in other publications 

and neutral publications show that the club engaged with other clubs and organizations as part of 

the Catalan civil society sphere. As the “i” in the club’s name suggests, it was very much a 

feminist club that practiced sports in order to advance its cause. Indeed, in 1930 the “i” was added 

to emphasize that the club had a feminist social and culture mission alongside a sporting one. The 

president of the club noted that, while there was much interest in political rights for women, there 

must first be social education.710 It was in the substantive development of citizenship that sports 

and physical culture offered a tool to the democratic national movement and the women within it 

that could not be replaced by legislation or government rhetoric. 

The club’s activities were divided into various sections, each addressing the development 

of a different part of the member’s personality. These sections were responsible for: education 

and culture, sports, excursionism & travel, social work, fiestas & propaganda, physical education 

and health. There was also a children’s section. Clearly there was an investment in the holistic 

wellbeing of members. Women were encouraged to engage in politics as well as sport. It was 

noted that “along with their daily exercises of swimming, gymnastics and basketball, the young 

                                                        
708 Seculi, Enriqueta. “Balanç D’un Actuació.” La Rambla, February 24, 1930. The actual membership 
statistics are unclear but Mercadal seem justified in her estimation that they were certainly above 1500 and 
perhaps as high as 2000. Mercadal, Neus Real. El club femení i d’esports de Barcelona, plataforma d’acció 
cultural. L’Abadia de Montserrat, 1998 p26. 
 
709 This publication is referenced in Mercadal’s work on the club but it was not available at the time of 
writing.  
 
710 “no s’ha imposat altra mission que aquesta: laborer per l’educacio fisica I cultural de la noia 
Catalana” “reivindicacions politiques de la dona, pero que, al nostre pais hi ha encara una grana feina 
previa: a fer en 'l'aspecte de'ucacio social femenina “ De Bellmunt, Domenec. “L’esport Femeni I La 
Politica.” La Rambla, February 24, 1930. 
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women of the CFE read our [national] press each day, and they do not overlook the political 

sections.”711  Not only was their ability to excel in sports addressed, but also health and 

intellectual development as well as their sense of identity and belonging. This engagement also 

extended into politics, which were clearly not seen as beyond the scope of such sporting women. 

The club was active in the 1930 clamour for an amnesty for Catalan prisoners, the 1931 plebiscite 

and in the organization of the 1936 popular Olympics. Their goals for the emancipation of women 

were both physical and political. As women were seen to be less feeble and more capable of the 

quick wit and smart choices rewarded by sport, they were more readily accepted into other 

spheres.  

The CFE hosted and attended matches, conferences712 and discussions, each playing an 

equal role in their mission to educate and empower women. The Ateneu movement co-operated 

with them on these efforts, in an example of the civil society movement that the CFE was able to 

connect to through popular sport. The CFE engaged in sporting competitions that served to 

normalize and expand women’s sport and physical culture, and seems to have had a reputation for 

running prompt and efficient events that made it a great success in the sporting sphere. Notable 

among such events was a swimming gala that promised to see national records broken (showing 

athletic prowess as well as a social function) 713 and the annual Catalan women’s athletics 

championship714. The latter event served to highlight the mixing of the nationalist discourse with 

the empowerment of women through government and civil society support of popular sport. The 

                                                        
711 “les noise del CFE que fau compartir els seus exercicis de natacio, gymnastics o de basket-ba;; amb la 
lectura quotidiana de la premsa nostra de la qual actualement, no passen per alt la seccio politica” De 
Bellmunt, Domenec. “I La Secretaria Afegeix.” La Rambla, February 24, 1930. 

712 Sessió Inaugural Del Curs Acadèmic de 1927 a 1928 : Celebrada El Día 14 de Desembre de 1927 - 
1927.” Ateneu Barcelonès, December 14, 1928. Arxiu Ateneu Barcelonès. 

713 “Club Natacio Reus Ploms.” La Cruz, Diario Catolico, April 28, 1932. 

714 “Ayer Se Celebraron En El Estadio Los Primeros Campeonatos de Atletismo de Cataluna, Femeninos.” 
Hoja Oficial Del Lunes. September 27, 1930. 
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event was partially funded by the ERC and Macià attended along with the minster for culture, 

Gassol.  It occurred in the iconic Montjuïc stadium, and although anyone was welcome to 

compete, the awards were for the first Catalans.715 It was only with the investment of the ERC in 

sporting infrastructure throughout the Republic that the CFE and other popular sporting 

associations were able to thrive.  This clear embrace of Catalan national identity alongside 

women’s rights and empowerment had a symbiotic relationship.  

Alongside its specific goal of bringing sport to the women of the working class716 in the 

poorer neighbourhoods of Barcelona, the CFE’s influence extended beyond the metropolis. In 

southern Catalonia, the club had branches in Tarragona717 and Reus,718 which hosted meetings 

and women’s sporting festivals. The message of empowerment through education and physical 

culture was carried through the press and the women who visited the capital, and the message was 

embraced in towns across the nation. This broad geographic appeal was important in spreading a 

new set of gender norms across the nation. The ERC’s goal was that the new Catalan nation was 

to be united by a progressive ideology that included a more equal access to sports and physical 

culture for women. Laws passed in Barcelona would mean little if they did not influence day-to-

day life in the rest of the nation.  Through aligned civil society groups such as the CFE, the ERC 

hoped to ensure a real and meaningful change for Catalans throughout the nation.  

The club had a clear cross class program in line with the republican ideals of its founders, 

and was opposed the conservative femininity encouraged by the conservative right. Much like the 

                                                        
715 “La Vida Deportiva.” La Libertad, October 11, 1933. 

716 This goal is mentioned in a manifesto published in La Nau and quoted extensively in Mercadal, Neus 
Real. El club femení i d’esports de Barcelona, plataforma d’acció cultural. L’Abadia de Montserrat, 1998. 
 
717 “Els Esports.” Foment: Portaveu Oficial En Les Comarques Tarragonines Del Partit d’Unio Federal 
Nacionalista Republicana, December 15, 1931. 

718 “Gran Festival Atletic Femeni Dedicat a ‘Cultura de La Dona Reusenca.’” La Cruz, Diario Catolico, 
April 28, 1931. 
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ERC, the club had many middle class leaders but reached out to the working class for support and 

empowered them through its actions and policies.  In a talk given at the Ateneu Barcelones on the 

subject of the women’s movement and the club, Aurora Bertrana719 roundly criticized the women 

of the privileged classes “who did not work… and are bred for the pleasure of men.”720 She went 

on to criticize those women who lived with the trappings and pretensions of privilege without 

means, calling them hypocrites and criticizing their inability to earn their own wages and live 

independent of men.721 The CFE would give women of all classes independence from the need to 

rely on men. Furthermore, the club aimed to combat the “negative physical influences of the 

environment [in which many young women grew up]”. They acknowledged the enormity of this 

task, given the living conditions of many Catalan workers, but they still considered it possible.722 

As part of this effort to bring those of lesser means into the organization, the club proposed 

housing for women who needed a place to stay in order to participate in the club’s activities. 

These young women, “for the most part workers or students,” were living in “uncomfortable” 

circumstances. The living conditions of these women were such that the readers of La Rambla 

would be shocked by the “houses they [the women] lived in, the tables they share… and the food 

they eat”. Through sport, women would learn the joys of hard work, cooperation and a shared 

                                                        
719 Bertrana was a distinguished novelist and supporter of the ERC. She stood for election for the ERC in 
1933 but was defeated. She left Catalonia for Morocco following her electoral defeat but returned in 1936 
to edit an ERC publication during the Civil War.  
 
720 “El tipa de dona que tan abunda a casa nostra de classe mitja que no treballa, m inspira un veritable 
terror. una mena bestia de luxe, criada i peixada per a el plaer de l'home” Aurora Bertrana. “El Viatge 
Educatiu I Instructiu. Conversa Parlada a l’Ateneu Barcelonès El Dia 11 de Novembre de 1930 Dedicada 
Al Club Femení d’Esports,” November 11, 1930. Universitat de Girona. Biblioteca. Fons Bertrana. 

721 Bertrana also claimed reservations with women of the working classes and certainly had something of 
an ambivalent position on women’s liberation 

722 "la majoria de les noies viuen en cases tan inconfortables que dona pena de veure'ls l'habtiacio que 
ocupen, al taula que comparteixen, 'atrec que usen, l'alimentacio que reben... un nombre considerable de 
noies, la majoria trballadores o estudiants"  “es tan considerable la influencia del medi sobre el psiquisme 
. que determina en moltes consequences  tan greus cp, una malaltia fisica. nosaltres, en abracar aquest 
projecte, ho fem amb tot l'interes que implica un gros mal, pero exterminable.” Seculi, Enriqueta. “Els 
Nostres Projectes.” La Rambla, February 17, 1930. 
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task well done, regardless of class or income. In this way, sport could serve as a step on the road 

to a more fit, healthy and cross class Catalan society.  

Along with its support in the working classes, the CFE also influenced other groups and 

publications not traditionally associated with feminism. By fitting itself and its narrative of 

gender equality into the Catalan civil society sphere, the CFE was able to meet groups who would 

not normally encounter such an ideology. Catholic newspapers carried reports of its events723 as 

did satirical left republican and anarchist publications, such as L'Esquella de la Torratxa and El 

Be Negre. The influence of the organization seems to have extended across the class and political 

spectrum and outside of the sporting world. The CFE was also able to influence sports clubs and 

associations into accepting women in courses and including them in medical “studies” and classes 

on the influence of sport on the body and the adaption of training techniques for different 

individuals.724 This diverse influence suggests that sport had been able to infiltrate and unite 

where traditional methods of gender politics had not.  

The CFE claimed to face more economic than ideological obstacles. The principle 

objections they noted came from the “hostile attitude” of socially conservative catholic 

organizations with their “medieval mentality” and blanket criticism of non-confessional 

organizations”725. However, the CFE fought back against such critiques with the claim that it 

would provide young women with an entirely “European education, which is in the collective 

interest of our nation,”726 rather than merely the interests of a certain class or political ideology. 

                                                        
723 “Esports.” La Cruz, Diario Catolico, April 28, 1928. 

724 “La Tasca Interessantissima Del CLube Esporiut Catalunya.” La Rambla, March 10, 1930. 

725“l’actitud hostil I jesuitica dels intolerants, d’aquels mentalitats medievals que critique totes les 
manifestacions a traves de la lupa confessional”  De Bellmunt, Domenec. “L’esport Femeni I La Politica.” 
La Rambla, February 24, 1930. 

726 “una educacio europea, un gran interes per la vida collectiva de la nostra terra” De Bellmunt, 
Domenec. “Comentari Final.” La Rambla, February 24, 1930. 



 

    

354

Through the language of nation, the CFE could make their cause more acceptable to more people. 

The CFE appealed to the Catalan press for support in order to help the women that they were 

empowering to engage with the political process.727 The message from the CFE was clear; it 

intended to unite with other progressive forces to form a socially as well as politically progressive 

union behind the Catalan nation. 

Women’s Sport in the Media. 

For the practice of women’s sport to influence all of society, its message had to be carried 

widely. In part this was achieved with the matches and events across the nation, but the support of 

the sports media also played an important role. During the Republic, La Rambla, and before this 

its stalemates la Nau and La Nau d’esports, carried a section dedicated to “l’Esport i la Dona”. 

This section carried announcements and exercises, and provided a debating chamber for both men 

and women interested in the issue. While not all discussion of women and sport is necessarily 

empowering, the majority of the columns promoted women’s involvement in sport and physical 

culture and promoted an empowering image of republican Catalan womanhood. Although the 

graphics above the column featured a formally dressed woman and a shocked looking male rugby 

player, the content was supportive of women’s access to popular sport.  It was through the regular 

“women and sport” column that Seculi asked the “readers and friends of sport to contribute to a 

project whose goals can be summed up in just three words: making healthy women.”728 The 

readership of La Rambla, inclined as they were to both sport and progressive politics, were 

certainly a receptive audience.  This same column had carried announcements of events being 

held to benefit the CFE from its early years. In the readership of La Rambla, the CFE found a 

ready audience for its progressive model of femininity, and with the support of a government that 

                                                        
727 De Bellmunt, Domenec. “I La Secretaria Afegeix.” La Rambla, February 24, 1930. 

728 “si els lectors i  amants de l'esport no ens ajuden haurem d'ajornar un projecte que interessa a tots i 
que es resol en tres paraules: fer dones sanes” Seculi, Enriqueta. “Els Nostres Projectes.” La Rambla, 
February 17, 1930. 
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shared this ideology, it could use the press to spread word of a theory that had gained a real and 

practical application for the nation.  

In the early days of the Republic, La Rambla took a position in favour of women’s 

suffrage, stating, “all those who know what it means to vote, men or women, should be permitted 

to.”729 Evidently, respect for women that came from understanding them better through sport 

spread into the political world. The paper also supported the appointment of Victoria Kent as 

director of prisons, noting that this appointment may bode well for similar positions being granted 

to other women.730   La Rambla referred to the CFE as having “achieved brilliant things” and 

began an in depth piece on the organization by declaring that the purpose of the article was 

neither political nor sporting but a mixture of both, just as the club itself was.731 Where women 

and their issues once only occupied a special column, they spread into the political and social 

pages of these publications. Through the growth of women’s sport, women’s issues gained a 

place on a broader stage and received more time in the spotlight of a publication which billed 

itself as dealing with “sport and citizenship,” both of which the Republic opened up to women.   

By 1932, women’s sport was a clearly established part of the popular sports world as well 

as the elite one. The leading popular publication La Rambla published a supplementary section on 

recent achievements in women’s elite sport in August of that year.732 Not only did this 

supplement reflect on women’s sport as a concept but it also reported on record achievements and 

athletes. Clearly the novelty of women taking part had begun to disappear and it was their 

performances that now merited interest. The paper reported on the “dones d’aigua” (women of 

                                                        
729 “han de votar, siguin homes o dones tots aquells que tinguin plens conscients del que significa votar” 
Albert, Caterina. “Dones de Catalunya.” La Rambla de Catalunya, May 18, 1931. 

730 “Victoria Kent.” La Rambla de Catalunya, June 1, 1931. 

731 Arquimbau, Rosa. “Mes de Femenisme.” La Rambla de Catalunya, May 4, 1931. 

732 “Femina.” La Rambla de Catalunya, August 29, 1932. 
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the water) who merited the name “recordwomen” and stood alongside the best of the men in their 

remarkable achievements. It is notable that they were defined by their sporting achievements, not 

their gender.733 A column titled “among ourselves” reflected on the huge “changes which [the 

Republic’s policy] had brought in domestic life.”734 

Women not only figured as subjects of this discourse but also helped to create it. Anna 

Maria Martínez-Sagi provides an interesting example of this. Not only was she a poet and an 

accomplished writer,735 but she also served on the Board of directors of FC Barcelona.736 

Doubtless Josep Sunyol, who directed both La Rambla and FC Barcelona, had a role to play in 

giving her an opportunity to write and work in the sporting world. Her work expressed a great 

pleasure in all aspects of sport, from the aesthetics of the female athlete to the joy of being part of 

a team. She wrote her poetry mostly in Castilian but also received prizes for her work in Catalan 

and used the language in her journalism. She was a tireless promoter of the CFE and women’s 

sport in the pages of the Catalan press, and saw sport as the physical realization of poetry, thus 

making her two pleasures inseparable.737 This linkage of sports and poetry served as an example 

of, and reinforcement for, the use of physical culture in the “big tent” of cultural republicanism. 

                                                        
733 “Les Dones Que Viuen Del Mer.” La Rambla de Catalunya, August 29, 1932. 

734  “canvi que ha produit en la vida domestica” Soldevila, Carles. “Inter Nos.” La Rambla de Catalunya, 
August 29, 1932. 

735 She served as a journalist for La Rambla, Portantveu del Club Femení i d’Esports de Barcelona, D’Ací i 
d’Allà, Deportes and other publications 

736 Both her brother and cousin played for the club, giving her the introduction she required to become the 
first woman on this executive committee. 

737 Johnson, P. Louise. “Women Writing on Physical Culture in Pre-Civil War Catalonia.” University of 
Sheffield, UK, March 5, 2004. 
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Martinez-Sagi reported on Women’s sport, women’s politics and interviewed various female 

celebrities.738 

Martinez-Sagi’s vicious criticism of those who saw women’s sport as exhibitionist, or 

improper, suggests that she had a far from submissive “feminine” attitude. In 1931 she harangued 

one such critic, suggesting that it was possible that “this phobia of [female] athletes is little more 

than an envy stemming from his own ineptitude in the practice of sports, the envy and 

exasperation of an individual who has not enjoyed the benefits of a healthy youth, of the sun in 

the stadium or on the beach.”739 By way of response, male journalists labelled her the“virgen del 

stadium"740 (the virgin of the stadium), implying that a woman interested in sports was 

unattractive to men, or perhaps incapable of conceiving children. Much has been made of her 

love for her fellow writer Elizabeth Mulder, who was the subject of much of her poetry. Despite 

her own upbringing in the upper bourgeoisie of Barcelona, Martinez-Sagi did not baulk at using 

the rhetoric of anarchism, and it was among the anarchists that she found herself during the Civil 

War. Once conflict broke out, she used the weapon with which she was most adept to defend the 

Republic: her pen.  She accompanied the Durruti column in her red Volkswagen and dispatched 

reports from the front.741 Perhaps her radical rejection of the conventional, heteronormative 

models of femininity and love best explain her lack of fame despite her huge and varied 

achievements. Even a biographical article in El País in 2000 termed her a woman of 

                                                        
738 Martinez - Sagi, Anna. “Barcelona – Madrid. Primer Match D’atletisme Femení.” La Rambla, 
November 2, 1931. 

———. “Els Drets de La Dona.” La Rambla, November 23, 1931. 

739 “Possiblement, aquesta fòbia contra els esportius no és res més que el reconeixement de la pròpia 
ineptitud per practicar cap mena d’esports i l’enveja I l’exasperació de l’individu que no ha gaudit d’una 
joventut sana, forta i alegre sota la llum del sol dels estadis i les platges.” “Carta Oberta a Pere Mialet.” La 
Rambla de Catalunya, November 9, 1931. 

740 González, César. “Poeta, Sindicalista Y Virgen Del Stadium.” El Heraldo, June 19, 1930. 

741 Gutiart, Josep. “La Apasionada Vida de Una Mujer Rebelde.” El País, March 17, 1999. 
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“androgynous” character, choosing to focus on her sexuality and not her success.742 Her work was 

both a cause and consequence of the broader reach of women’s sport during the Second Republic, 

however a lack of repute today suggests that progress has been slower in the decades since.  

Conclusions 

With heroines to look up to, laureates to encourage them, and youth movements to 

socialize them into an atmosphere of empowered equality, young women growing up in Catalonia 

in 1931 must have seen the world very differently from their mothers. At just 11 years old when 

the Republic was first proclaimed, Maria Ginesta was one of the first young women to grow up in 

a world where her equality in access to physical and intellectual improvement, if not political and 

economic equality, was taken for granted.  It was through this incorporation into the cross class 

project of the ERC that the Milicianas of 1936 became so loyal to the ERC that they were ready 

to risk their lives defending it. 

The Catalan progress along the path to gender equality was dramatically halted after the 

Civil War. Even during the conflict, the milicianas were purged from the popular militia and 

more conservative gender norms were reinforced. In some part this was due to the influence of 

Moscow but also a reflection of the fact that gender goals remained secondary to national (and 

now military) goals. For the girls, both Spanish and Catalan, growing up under Franco, things had 

returned to the previous status quo. The athletic heroines of the Second Republic were dead or in 

exile, the milicianas likewise. The newspapers that had carried reports of their exploits and 

supported their struggle for the vote were censored or closed, and the only youth movements 

available were those sanctioned by the conservative Catholic morality of the Francoist state. 

                                                        
742 Díaz de Tuesta, José. “De Prada Recupera En Una Biografía a La Poeta Ana Martínez Sagi.” El País, 
March 9, 2000. 
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Where these engaged young women, they did so only as future housewives and mothers, not as 

athletes and citizens.  

Women stepped into the political world both through the ballot box, the workplace, the 

street and the stadium during the Second Republic. While much has been said about the 

engagement of women through the traditional political methods it is important to note that 

equality and citizenship could be performed and understood through physical culture in a way 

that was not possible with political rhetoric.  Women learned to be citizens in the schools, youth 

clubs, gymnasiums and newspapers that made up the ERC’s cultural project. Through sport and 

physical culture, women were able to enhance their status in society and realize a practical 

improvement in their day-to-day lives. Young women and young men grew up together in an 

associational sphere in which both gender and class equality was taken for granted and performed 

daily. Physically empowered and outgoing female role models must have helped women see 

different futures for themselves and helped men see women as physically and emotionally 

capable of engaging in society in a way that reflected this.  The cross class Catalan nation which 

was being constructed by the ERC was one in which women would have enjoyed a more 

empowered and equal status and the use of popular sport was an important way in which that 

nation was constructed. These strong women, empowered by the changes made under the ERC, 

would return the favour by joining the popular militia and defending the REC’s cross class, cross 

gender, concept of the nation when it came under attack. The ideas of stronger women and a 

stronger nation were irrevocably linked, in defending their physical and political equality, the 

milicianas defended the ERC’s left republican Catalan identity. 
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Chapter 7. 

From Running Shoes to Rifles, the Story of the Barcelona 1936 Popular Olympics 

 Famed British leftist and member of the International Brigades George Orwell claimed 

that sport was merely “war without the shooting.”743 While there is much to disagree with in this 

oversimplification, the year 1936 seems to also provide much evidence to support it.  From 

Orwell’s position in the United Kingdom, he saw a Europe which was deeply divided but still 

scarred by the cataclysmic conflict of two decades earlier, and a non-intervention pact which let 

the far right take power across the continent and face very few real consequences. It seemed as if 

the only place democracy stood up for itself was on the field of play. Not only did democracy and 

tolerance undermine Hitler’s “coming out party” at the 1936 Berlin games, but it was in this same 

sporting moment that the government of Catalonia took a vanguard role in the Popular Front and 

attempted to create a more fraternal sporting movement. By hosting an anti fascist alternative to 

the Berlin Olympics in July of 1936, Barcelona positioned itself in the middle of a global 

movement to oppose fascism and encourage popular sport. Very soon, both Germany and 

Catalonia would be engaged in the kind of war that didn’t restrict shooting to the football pitch.  

Just as the political mission of the ERC was foiled by nationalist violence, so was its sporting 

mission. Thus, the military coup occurred on the same day as the opening ceremony of 

Barcelona’s ill-fated Olympiad. Many of the organizers of the events had slept the night before in 

the stadium and awoke to the sound of gunshots below them in the city. Ironically, their absence 

from their homes may have spared them the consequences of those gunshots, since when the 

knocks came on their doors they were nowhere to be found. At least in this fashion the games did 

strike a blow for the Popular Front. The athletes, in attendance from all over the world, were 

caught up in the chaos. Many waited weeks before escaping from the port or joining the militia to 

                                                        
743 Orwell, G. “The Sporting Spirit.” The Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters of George Orwell 4 
(1968): 1945–50. 
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defend the republican government from the coup.  Despite the fact that the games never occurred, 

their planning, funding and organization provides us with a fertile ground for researching Catalan 

identity, “enlightened patriotism,” and sports as a means of creating and reinforcing it. 

The Popular Olympics vs The Berlin Olympics and the Workers’ Games.  

More familiar to the reader will be the story of the 1936 Olympics in Berlin.744 In order to 

understand what occurred in Barcelona, and why, we must appreciate what occurred in Berlin. 

Adolf Hitler stood in the stands at Berlin in 1936, expecting to witness the domination of his 

Aryan athletes and the smooth and efficient functioning of his regime’s carefully planned 

exhibition of superiority. To his chagrin, the enduring image that the world took from the Berlin 

games was not one of Aryan domination, nor of Nazi efficiency. Rather, the world watched as 

Jesse Owens, the black son of Alabama sharecroppers and grandson of a slave, collected 4 gold 

medals. This was an unprecedented achievement for an athlete of any colour.745 When the world 

remembers 1936, it remembers Owens, not the Aryans whom he defeated (or those who 

dominated many other events). The Nazis may have failed to make the 1936 Olympics “their” 

event, but the truly anti-fascist alternative proposed by the ERC has endured even less in the 

popular recollection.  Thirty years after the closing ceremony at Berlin saw the “youth of the 

world” make varying attempts at a raised arm salute to the Fuhrer of Germany, Owens had filed 

for bankruptcy, Hitler was long dead and the Olympics were changed forever. What has not 

enjoyed as much attention in the historical or popular record is the movement to stage an 

alternative “popular” Olympics in Barcelona, which aimed to reclaim the spirit of fraternity and 

equality percieved to have been lost in the inter war scramble for technological, industrial and 

                                                        
744 Kanin, D. B. A Political History of the Olympic Games. Westview Pr, 1981. 
Large, D. C. Nazi Games: The Olympics of 1936. WW Norton & Company, 2007. 
Mandell, R. D. The Nazi Olympics. Univ of Illinois Pr, 1987. 
 

745 a performance not equaled until Carl Lewis won gold medals in the same 4 events at the 1984 Summer 
Olympics 
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physical advances.  1936 was the year that the Olympics became an event of global importance 

and one dripping with nationalist zeal. Despite the best efforts of Catalonia to the contrary, the 

Europe of 1936 was not headed down a path of Popular Frontism and mutual understanding. 

Sports took a step towards separating people, not uniting them, and the two 1936 Olympics 

exemplify the distinct paths.  

These games in Barcelona not only differed from Berlin in their make-up and funding, 

but also in their spirit. The zeitgeist of this event was not record performance but shared 

experience, not conflict but community. Rather than proving the inherent superiority of one 

nation or race, they aimed to bring all nations and races closer together. The Nazi propaganda 

machine embraced the potential of the games with television cameras clustered around the 

stadium in an unprecedented number, a daily Olympic newspaper, a huge press corps, a dedicated 

stadium and Olympic village, and the pageantry of flames and flags which we have come to 

associate with the modern games. However, the propaganda opportunities afforded by such a 

large gathering of athletes from around the world were not lost on those whose attitudes were 

entirely more benign and fraternal than those who organized the Berlin Games. While a direct 

comparison is perhaps unjust, and certainly will always reflect poorly on the Popular Olympics, 

both merit study as examples of sport as diplomacy. Where Hitler’s regime had planned for years, 

the Barcelona games came together in a matter of weeks from April-July of 1936. The budget for 

the latter was hastily cobbled together from the French, Spanish and Catalan governments. 

Athletes were housed in corners and on couches of local volunteers, not in an Olympic village. 

The competitors would not only be the strongest and fastest but the people who wished to 

participate. Alongside the 100m sprint and the long jump, there would be presentations of folk 

stories, dancing and singing. Competitors would hail not just from the countries of Europe, but 

also from the nations that fell in the gaps between states. The students of the world and displaced 

Jews of Europe would compete alongside Catalonia, France and the UK. The stadium that would 
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have hosted the Catalan events was recycled from Barcelona’s better-funded exposition of the 

previous decade. The Catalan bourgeoisie had long been keen on bringing the games to the city, 

and the development of facilities was one of their early attempts to attract the International 

Olympic Committee (IOC). Ironically, the games that came closest to occurring were not aimed 

at boosting the economy or profile of the city in the sense that these “good citizens” had in mind 

decades before. In nearly every sense, this Olympics aimed to undermine the attempts made by 

Berlin to dominate global sport. 

In placing themselves between extremes and at the forefront of a new identity, the 

Popular Olympics offered a more all-embracing alternative to the sectarian tendencies of sport. 

The events that the ERC proposed were not only constructed against the manipulation of sport by 

Fascism; they also stood in contrast to the attempts of Moscow to politicize the sporting activities 

of the working classes for Soviet aims. The Comintern funded Sportintern movement aimed to set 

up a parallel sporting structure which would teach the working classes solidarity and class 

consciousness through sport.746 Much like the Berlin Olympics, participation would be limited 

along ideological criteria (in this case class and political persuasion). Like Berlin, the goal of the 

event was not to establish the best performance, but to reinforce a political ideology and define 

who this narrative embraced and who it excluded. The workers’ sport movement, given its 

equally exclusive ideology,  was not well placed to unite the broader Popular Front and the wide 

                                                        
746European Committee for the History of Sport in Europe., and Bettina Kratzmüller. 2007. Sport and the 
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range of anti fascist groups opposed to the Berlin games. Into the gap between Bolshevism and 

Nazism stepped Barcelona and the ERC. The Popular Olympics were positioned in between the 

two exclusive tendencies, and aimed to welcome participants regardless of class, race or nation. 

The Barcelona games stood, in contrast to both those in Berlin and those later held in Antwerp 

under the auspices of the workers’ sport movement, as an event which embraced the idea of the 

expression of identity, not the enforcing of conformity, through the body. The games would 

include elite and club athletes, and incorporate folklore and art, as well as athletics.  The Popular 

Games asserted the right of people to establish their own identity and to participate in their own 

government. This left republican, anti fascist positioning of the games was unique in the period 

and stands out as such. The Popular Games proposed an embracing identity and a shared goal of 

creating a more tolerant, progressive and heterogeneous future through sport.  

 The limited historiography on the events of the Popular Olympics is not surprising; 

undoubtedly the failure of the events to occur as planned has contributed to this general lack of 

attention. The few brief articles in English add little other than a basic description of the events.747 

The confusion between workers’ sport and popular sport outside of Catalonia has contributed to 

the often cited image of the games as little more than a Muscovite rally. Gounot, among others, 

has approached the games from the perspective of a history of left wing sport, viewing them as a 

part of an international workers’ sport movement, as opposed to the begging of a distinct popular 

sports movement.748 This misunderstanding is often repeated in broader histories of the Olympic 

movement and those of Catalonia. It was also common in the contemporary press, where, in 

reality, just as the ERC was not controlled by the Comintern, their games were not organized by 

the Sportintern. The organizers went out of their way to state that the games were “popular, free 

                                                        
747 Martin, Paul. “Spain’s Other Olympics.” History Today 42 (August 1, 1992). 

748 Gounot, A. “El Proyecto de La Olimpiada Popular de Barcelona (1936), Entre Comunismo Internacional 
Y Republicanismo Regional.” Cultura, Ciencia Y Deporte, no. 3 (2005): 115. 
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from profiteering influences and opposed to war, fascism and other forces opposed to the 

common values of humanity.”749 It was even stated that anyone who asserted that the games were 

a “red” Olympiad was “knowingly lying,”750 and in doing so misrepresenting their true cross 

class, anti fascist mission. The agenda and ideology of the games was entirely a product of the 

ERC’s underlying cross class political outlook and as distinct from that of Moscow as it was from 

Berlin.   

 The history of the Popular Games has been recovered since the more recent Barcelona 

Olympics751. The most complete accounts of the Popular Games are those of Catalan academics 

writing with the support of Catalan grants and in Catalan universities. Notable as leaders of this 

tendency are Pujadas and Santacana and their colleagues in the Grup de Recerca i Innovació 

sobre Esport i Societat (GRIES ).752 Their work gives a clear and well researched analysis of the 

games and dismisses the often repeated myth that the games were a “worker’s Olympics”.  This 

opinion is supported by the statistical research of Colomé and Sureda, including their analysis of 

funding and composition of the events. What this chapter contributes is their connection to the 

broader cross class nationalist project of the ERC, without which they could not have been 

imagined, and the ERC’s use of the games as a tool of “sports diplomacy”  

Thus, this chapter will investigate the meaning of the Popular Olympic Games for the 

creation of Catalan identity, especially its projection into the international sphere where the ERC 

                                                        
749 “Esport.” Justicia Social, May 25, 1936. 

750 Martín, Andrés. Mundo Obrero, June 29, 1936. 

751 Jordi Mercader. “The Games after Sixty Six Years Wait.” Olympic Review, no. 233 (March 1987). 

752 Pujadas, X., and C. Santacana. “L’altra Olimpiada.” Barcelona “36. Barcelona, Llibres de l”Index, 
1990. 

Xavier Pujadas, and Santacana, Carles. “Les Annees Trente  et La Crise de L’olympisme. La Proposition 
de L’olympiade Populaire de Barcelone (1036),”  

Xavier Pujadas. Catalunya I L’olimpisme. COC Catalan, 2006. 
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used sports as a means of diplomacy. I hope that it will illustrate the possibility of a nationalism 

that exists within a greater international sphere, not in opposition to other nationalisms, but rather 

in fraternity with other nations which together form a progressive alliance.  Catalan national 

identity in this period was constructed as much in harmony with transnational identities as against 

a somewhat internally focused Spanishness. Indeed, the Catalan identity we see in the games was 

not entirely opposed to Madrid (the games received significant financial support from the 

government in Madrid), but it asserted an autonomous Catalaness within an international 

community of states and nations that included Spain. Miró once termed himself "an international 

Catalan,”753 and this sense of participating in a larger picture is something that has long been 

integral to Catalan national identity. As a small nation with little military or geopolitical 

significance, the Catalans have tended to latch on to larger transnational currents in order to allow 

them to fit into the bigger picture.754  This transnational identity has been characterized by the 

Atlantic trade, by art and culture, by religion and rights and by economic progress, as well as the 

Popular Front opposition to fascism. The identity proposed by the popular Olympiad spoke to 

Europe and to Madrid, but from an independent Barcelona.  

What I shall argue is that the Barcelona Olympiad was used differently than the Berlin 

games, in a spirit more akin to that which De Coubertin755 intended for the Olympic movement. 

That is to say, the games were convened with the goal of fraternal competition, not combat. We 

have described nations as constructed communities that are not necessarily exclusive.  It follows 

that an international identity can be created if one can facilitate the imagination of bonds between 

people spread across many nations. My argument is that the Popular Front represented an 

                                                        
753 Letter from Motrig to Ricart 18th July 1920 quoted in Goodwin, Godfrey. The Burlington Magazine 129, 
no. 1016 (November 1987): 751-752.   

754 Marti Anglada. “Catalonia, Navigating through Friendly International Waters.” Catalan International 
View, no. 17 (Spring 2014): 34–37. 

755 Pierre De Coubertin founded the modern Olympic movement based on myths surrounding the Greek  
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alternative identity to that of exclusive nationalism, and that this identity was similar to the 

“enlightened patriotism” of De Coubertin. The community which the Popular Olympics aimed to 

support was an international one, in which nations provided distinct identities, but these were 

subject to the shared goals that united the movement: social justice and opposition to fascism. The 

Popular Olympics of 1936 were to be a fraternal competition among brother nations, not a 

celebration of the superiority of one race or state (as in Berlin) or of one ideology (as was the case 

for the Workers’ Games).  The essence of the ideologies which were tearing apart Europe was at 

play in these Olympiads. Berlin promoted an exclusive nationalism that was opposed by the 

fraternal and inclusive national identity at the base of the Popular Games. The Workers’ Games 

promoted the idea of an international solidarity around class issues and Marxist Leninist ideology. 

The use of sports to create ties and reinforce alliances was nothing new. Indeed, the British 

middle classes had built their education system on similar principles. Similarly, the Communists, 

ever late to the cultural party, had created their own sports movement with the Comintern, after 

decades of denying the value of sport. What made the Barcelona Olympics of interest was their 

perspective; people were brought together through sport and a broad political agreement. In other 

events, people came together based on their politics to compete, or competed in order to prove 

their superiority.  

Popular Frontism, Nationalism and Olympic Ideology  

The Popular Olympics emerged from the intersection between several currents, all of 

which contributed to making them possible.  First, the Popular Olympics could not have been 

imagined without the international networks of the Popular Front, as such the Popular Front 

network allowed for the games to be funded from Madrid and Paris as well as Barcelona. This 

project of empowerment and willingness to lay down the hatchet of class war in a shared conflict 

against fascism contributed to a shared popular identity and a shared investment in projects such 

as the Popular Olympics by governments, parties and civil society groups across Europe. The 
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Popular Olympics were not a creation of Moscow’s Popular Front policy; rather they arose out of 

an opposition to the Berlin games and a desire of the ERC to bring the world to Barcelona. 

However, Moscow’s Popular Front policy allowed them to connect to an international network of 

support. The policy of the Popular Front allowed the ERC and a variety of left-republican, liberal, 

Popular Front, socialist and even Communist groups across Europe to find common ground in the 

fight against fascism.756  

The Popular Games were a performance of international solidarity and an illustration that 

the Popular Front could rally its support from around Europe and that it was more than just a 

rhetorical alliance. Undoubtedly the regime in Berlin aimed to use the Berlin games to illustrate 

that they were physically and logistically leaps and bounds ahead of the rest of Europe. The 

Olympiad would serve as an illustration that armed conflict could only result in a victory for 

Hitler’s regime. Through the Popular Olympics, anti fascism would take on a new image, that of 

healthy and active young people, united in their pursuit of a better future and rejection of a hateful 

ideology. They showed that the Popular Front could take on a physical form and defend its 

ideology.  

The French Popular Front shared the organizers’ “popular” goal. Indeed French and 

Spanish governments had collaborated in the past on the issue of the importance of popular 

sport.757 The French Communist newspaper  l’Humanite reported that the games in Barcelona 

would “defend the true spirit of peace and equality among races," against the Berlin games of 

"national socialism, slavery, war and racial hatred". The ‘paper also made an appeal to “blacks 

                                                        
756 When founded in 1931 the ERC contained the political group L'Opinió, Macià’s Estat Català and the 
Partit Republicà Català of Companys . Madrid’s Popular Front of 1936 contained the POUM, the PSOE the 
PCE the UR along with the ERC and the Galician PG. The latter was also supported by the UGT and CNT 
at the time of its inception.  

757 “Se Ha Constituido El Grupo Parlamentarío de Educación Física Y Deportes.” El Mundo Deportivo, 
June 18, 1936. 



 

    

369

…Jews …the people of Alsace-Lorraine… and other oppressed national minorities"758 to attend 

and be represented alongside nation states.759  The French nation state stood both to gain and lose 

from the nation-building impulse of the games: both Catalonia and the Basqueland span France 

and Spain, and thus independent identities for these regions could come at the expense of French 

identity.760 However, with these nations forming part of a Popular Front that linked Paris to 

Madrid, there was less danger of animosity between Paris and Barcelona or Bilbao. On the 

reverse side of this coin was Alsace-Lorraine, a territory that had been ceded to France after the 

First World War, but was culturally closer to Berlin. By permitting this nation to compete under 

its own flag, Blum’s government showed a genuine commitment to the possibilities of 

maintaining peace in Europe through a Popular Front identity and self-determination. This 

commitment seemingly overcame the more centralizing form of nationalism to which France was 

accustomed. This embracing of various and tiered identities was far from common at the time and 

was certainly not represented in other Olympic movements.  Despite Blum’s bold stance, the 

support of the Popular Olympics remained highly divisive in France, with teams from the divided 

nation attending events in Berlin as well as Barcelona. While a Popular Front government held 

power, this hold on power was too tenuous to take big risks over sport. Blum’s decision to sit on 

the fence over this issue shows that his support for the event was tempered by his tenuous grip on 

power. As we have seen, sport has the power to unite a nation, and the decision to boycott the 

Olympics entirely would have cost the support of vital sectors of the French population. The 

                                                        
758 This language is interesting for a centrist nation such as France. The press in Barcelona only made 
reference to the competing teams as “nations”  

759 L’Humanite  June 8 1936 quoted in Kidd, B. “The Popular Front and the 1936 Olympics.” Canadian 
Journal of the History of Sport and Physical Education 11, no. 1 (1980): 1-18 

760 Although in both cases the national separatist movement was far weaker to the North of the Pyrenees 
and was often made up of those exiled from Spain rather than an organic sense of nationhood that opposed 
rule from Paris.  
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stance of the ERC in hosting and supporting the games reflects its unique stance, even among anti 

fascist regimes, and its willingness to place sport at the forefront of diplomacy. 

In addition to the contribution of the Popular Front, the Modern Olympic movement 

contained many of the ideas that would later be seized upon to motivate the Popular Games.  

Founded by French aristocrat Pierre De Coubertin, the regenerationist movement idealized the 

ancient Greek games at Olympia, and aimed to use this model for a modern Olympiad. Before his 

Olympic project, De Coubertin took a great interest in social reform and working class education, 

editing a work entitled Entre deux batailles: de l'Olympisme à l'Université ouvrière761 (between 2 

battles: Olympism and the workers’ university). De Coubertin was heavily influenced by Frédéric 

Le Play’s critiques of industrial modernity,762 as well as the theories of progressive pedagogy, 

social reform and the ideas of the Société d’économie sociale. This same worry about the state of 

the working classes and the impact of industrialization on the health of society also lay at the root 

of the Catalan popular sports and education movement, and was behind much of the popular sport 

theory. The initial modern Olympic movement cannot be understood without reference to De 

Coubertin’s utopian-romantic ideals and the influence of international peace movements, social 

reform and progressive education on his thinking. By 1936, the ideology of the movement De 

Coubertin founded had changed, but his aim of mutual benefit for sport and society was reflected 

in the Popular Games and their mission.  

Alongside this French social reforming influence, De Coubertin was affected by the 

thoughts of Thomas Arnold, the first head of The British Rugby school, on the importance of 

                                                        
761 De Coubertin, P., N. Müller, G. Rioux, O. Schantz, and G. de Navacelle. Pierre de Coubertin: textes 
choisis. Weidmann, 1986.  De Coubertin had a great interest in pedagogy and the creation of working class 
universities. 

762 Frédéric Le Play. Les Ouvriers Européens. Paris, 1879. 
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sportsmanship, fair play and “muscular Christianity”763 in the formation of young men who 

would go on to serve the empire. Also influential was the thinking of William Penny Brookes, 

who had himself founded an earlier Olympic society in Much Wenlock, Shropshire.764 These 

British thinkers consciously theorized that sport could be used in the bettering of society and the 

formation of individuals better suited to living in a democracy. This influence soon spread south 

to Barcelona, via British businessmen, and became part of the education of citizens in the 

Republic, as it had once been part of the training for empire. Both of these thinkers saw the 

potential for sport to promote public wellbeing and to enforce qualities of discipline and virility, 

which they feared would be lost in an increasingly commercial society that was growing alienated 

from physical work765. Sport would also teach the concept of fair play and abiding by the rules of 

the game, both vital concepts for the new class of imperial administrators and citizens in a 

democratic nation.  

Although sport in the past had been confined to the bourgeoisie, De Coubertin felt 

that  "it is now necessary for this pleasure [sport] to enter the lives of the adolescent 

proletariat.”766 The aims of De Coubertin's Olympic ideology can be broken into four goals: to 

educate and cultivate the individual through sport, to cultivate relations between men in society, 

to promote international understanding, and to promote global peace and understanding. 767 He 

was strongly opposed to professionalism, referring to the ancient Greek example of amateur 

                                                        
763 Although Arnold predates the common use of the term, most famously by Hughes (Thomas Hughes. 
Tom Brown at Oxford, 1864.) the ideals  contained in this phrase are very much those of Arnold’s Rugby 
school education reforms 

764 Don Anthony. “Coubertin, Britain and the British.” Journal of Olympic History 5, no. 3 (1997). 

765 This concern with the distance from physical toil clearly shows the privileged position of the theorists 
behind these movements.  

766 De Coubertin, P., Carl-Diem-Institut (Köln), and J. G. Dixon. The Olympic idea: Discourses and essays. 
Ed. internationales Olympia; Olympischer Sport-Verl.  Pp60 

767 ibid 
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athletes.768 Despite his opposition to professional athletes, De Coubertin also opposed the way the 

amateurism rules in England were used to keep working class athletes out of many sports with de 

facto barriers to their participation. He saw sports as an essentially cross class endeavour. The 

initial ideas behind the modern Olympic movement also took the Greek idea of a sacred truce 

around the games to heart, their aim being to use a sporting event to promote peace and mutual 

respect among nations.769 He saw the games as a stage where nations could come together and put 

aside their differences in order to share in fraternal competition and marvel at the achievements 

and capacities of humanity. In direct contrast to Orwell’s assessment, De Coubertin wanted to 

bring mankind together through sport, not push nations apart. While many of these motivating 

ideals behind the games were lost as sport became increasingly commercial and sectarian, the 

Popular Games sought to return to this model. 

The conception of nationalism that De Coubertin employed suggested that sport should 

promote mutual understanding and global fraternity. Thus, he was insistent that: "the revived 

Olympic games must give the youth of the world a chance of a happy and brotherly encounter 

which will gradually efface the people's ignorance of things which concern them all, an ignorance 

which feeds hatreds, accumulates misunderstandings and hurtles events along a barbarous path 

towards a merciless conflict"770.  This ideology fits well with the Catalan attempts in the Second 

Republic to coexist with republican Spain in a relationship in which one nation did not dominate 

                                                        
768 In Fact it appears that the Greek athletes were as professional as anyone else in that era, while they may 
not have been paid directly they were rewarded for winning with a sum large enough to live off for the rest 
of their lives and they began to form guilds similar to today’s unions as early as 600 BC.  Young, David C. 
A Brief History of the Olympic Games. Brief Histories of the Ancient World. Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub, 
2004. 

769 He was mistaken in this regard. The Olympic Truce only forbade invasions of Olympia and prohibited 
anyone from stopping any athlete or spectator on the way to or from the Games, even if required to pass  

through a hostile state to make the journey. David C. Young. A Brief History of the Olympic Games, 2004. 

770 De Coubertin, P., Carl-Diem-Institut (Köln), and J. G. Dixon. The Olympic Idea: Discourses and 
Essays. Ed. internationales Olympia; Olympischer Sport-Verl., n.d. 
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or govern the other, but both contributed to the common cause. De Coubertin’s Olympic ideal 

was one of internationalism and “enlightened patriotism”. While he believed that one should 

cherish one’s nation above others, De Coubertin did not believe that this love for one’s own 

nation should cause a hatred for others. Rather, he felt that a fraternal competition with other 

nations should emerge when they met at the games. In other words, in the Olympic ideal, 

international fraternity and national identity were not mutually exclusive.  

De Coubertin also shared an agnostic perspective on religion with the ERC and the 

Popular Front. As he proclaimed, “Olympism was a religion with its own church, dogma, and 

service.”771 Its gods were men, the elite among them, those who went higher, faster and further 

than others, regardless of where they came from. If the Olympics worshiped human greatness, 

they worshipped the greatness of all humanity. The Olympic ideal suggested that any human 

could ascend to this pantheon of godliness, regardless of creed, colour or nation. By promoting 

common human identity, fraternal international competition among non-adversarial equals, and 

cherishing performances regardless of who completed them, De Coubertin’s ideals for the games 

constructed an approach to identity that would have been highly synergistic with that of the ERC.  

By the time the games were awarded to Berlin, they had moved a long way from their 

creator’s intent. De Coubertin had been replaced as chair of the IOC by Belgian aristocrat Henri, 

Comte de Baillet-Latour, who did not share his social goals.772 It was not the youth of the world, 

but the children of the privileged few, who competed in these early Olympiads. The popular 

classes were largely excluded from many of the sports clubs, universities and societies that 

selected teams to represent nations at the games. The architects of the Berlin Games in 1936 

certainly did not subscribe to De Coubertin’s “enlightened patriotism,” and increasingly nations 

                                                        
771 [26] N. Muller (ed.) (2000) Olympism. Selected Writings/Pierre de Coubertin (Lausanne: International 
Olympic Committee) 

772 Indeed De Coubertin himself became considerably more conservative in his old age and expressed some 
admiration for Fascism. Hill, C. R. Olympic Politics. Manchester Univ Pr, 1996. 



 

    

374

came to the games to prove superiority, not celebrate fraternity.  The 1936 edition of the games 

would see the Olympics depart most dramatically from De Coubertin’s ideal and take an entirely 

less progressive path of Nazi eugenics and racial discourse.773 In many ways, the Berlin games 

represented the culmination of the movement of sport from fraternal and socially progressive to 

competitive, nationalist, exclusive, elitist and racially charged.  

Finally, the Popular Olympics was the product of the specific Catalan context. The elites 

of Catalonia had supported the use of sport as international relations for decades. Long before the 

ERC and the popular sports movement existed, there had been appeals for an Olympiad in 

Catalonia in order to enhance the prestige of the nation. Sport, particularly exclusive sport with 

high costs of entry, provided a channel through which the better off Catalan businessmen were 

able to meet on equal terms with their European colleagues. These well connected and well-

heeled Catalans were the initial impulse behind the Comitè Olímpic Català (COC, Catalan 

Olympic Committee), which emerged in 1913, and continued lobbying through the 1920s. It was 

this bourgeois impulse which spurred Catalan Olympic candidacies before the arrival of the 

Republic.   While some of this movement was harnessed in the cross class ERC approach, there 

was also much that was new about the social make up and goals of the Popular Games. The desire 

to bring the games to Catalonia remained strong, but now that desire was based in a new 

manifestation of Catalan identity. Where once the nation, and its candidacy, had been the 

exclusive domain of the elites, both were now increasing their class base.  

Catalonia lost its bid for the regular Olympics April 26 1931, less than two weeks after 

the declaration of the Spanish Second Republic. Even though Barcelona hosted the 29th session of 

                                                        
773 Intriguingly when interviewed on the Berlin Olympics, an aging and possibly senile De Coubertin “went 
beyond praise of the Nazi organization of the Games to make enigmatic statements about amateurism and 
the meaning of Olympism that embarrassed his purist disciples as much as they delighted the bourgeois 
“realists” who had been constant critics of the Olympic oath.” WJ Murray. “France, Coubertin and the Nazi 
Olympics: The Response.” Olympiaka 1 (1992): 46–69. 
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the IOC, and sent both Macià and the industrialist and cultural patron, Baron Güell,774 to persuade 

the IOC of the validity of its candidacy, the Catalan capital only obtained 16 votes to Berlin’s 

43775. Interestingly, no Spanish delegates attended the meeting and there were roughly 80 

abstentions.776 The committee included no less than five Counts and one Marquis, perhaps 

predisposing it against the increasingly leftist position of Catalonia under the ERC. It was felt that 

the political environment of Spain’s Second Republic was not stable enough to host the games 

and that (ironically) the Weimar regime in Germany at the time was a more suitable candidate. 

Germany was returning to acceptance in the community of “democratic” nations, having 

“proven” its commitment to peaceful diplomacy following the First World War. Through sports 

diplomacy, the IOC handed Germany the chance to show the world its best side and return to the 

international community. In early 1933, the city of Garmisch announced that it would be 

exercising the right to host the winter Olympiad of 1936, granting a since unrepeated double to 

the Weimar regime.777   

During the Second Republic, much changed about Catalan sport, and the domestic 

agenda for international events, such as the Olympics, looked almost entirely different. Once 

those proposing an Olympiad had been the patrons of yacht clubs and polo games, while now 

they were now joined by the stewards of factory floors and the conductors of busses, in a broader 

                                                        
774 The Guell family were long time patrons of the arts in Barcelona and Juan Guell had seen the benefit of 
sports for creating identity firsthand during his studies at Cambridge 

775 Jordi Mercader. “The Games after Sixty Six Years Wait.” Olympic Review, no. 233 (March 1987). 

776 Pujadas, X., and C. Santacana. “The Popular Olympic Games, Barcelona 1936: Olympians and 
Antifascists.” International Review for the Sociology of Sport 27, no. 2 (1992): 139. 

777 Although there were plans for Japan to do the same in 1940. The IOC website states that “It was at the 
Barcelona Session in 1931 that Berlin was chosen as host city of the Games of the XI Olympiad. On this 
occasion, the German National Olympic Committee announced that it was exercising its right to organize 
the Winter Games, as the rules of the International Olympic Committee (IOC) allowed at that time. Later, 
the German IOC members thus named Garmisch-Partenkirchen as host of the Winter Games, and the IOC 
agreed with the choice.” “The Garmisch Partenkirchen 1936 Winter Olympics.” Olympic.org. Accessed 
December 30, 2014. http://www.olympic.org/Garmisch-Partenkirchen-1936-winter-olympics. 
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sporting coalition that reflected the increasing participation in sport and politics under the ERC. 

The working classes and bourgeoisie alike had demonstrated a passion for sport and it was 

through sport that they were able to meet on a level playing field. Reflecting this change in the 

political attitude to sport, the ERC’s reimagining of the olympics aimed to appeal to the people of 

Europe, not the nobles of the IOC.  The spark for this alternative Olympics was, of course, the 

Nazi seizure of power, which dramatically altered the meaning of the Berlin Olympics. 

But what made it possible for Catalonia to step into the breach was its sporting tradition. 

The extensive preparations for previous candidacies, combined with the events of the World’s 

Fair, had given the city much of the required infrastructure to host a large sporting event. The 

popular sports structure, combined with the buildings and networks established for the elite 

sporting world and the exposition, allowed Barcelona to rapidly take up the call for an alternative 

to the Berlin games. At the end of April 1936, the Organizing Committee for the Popular 

Olympic Games (Comitè Organitzador de l'Olimpíada Popular COOP) was set up, and the 

Executive Committee followed on May 19th. Josep Antoni Trabal, who had been closely linked to 

the world of sport for over a decade, and had led calls for popular sport even when the Olympics 

and stadia were a bourgeois project, chaired the committee.  Jaume Miravitlles778 and Pere 

Aznar779 served as the Committee’s Vice-Presidents. They would oversee a new kind of 

international sporting event that would combine all classes and abilities and stand as an example 

of the progressive utopia that the ERC aimed to create in Catalonia.  This conscious placing of the 

Catalan nation into a progressive European narrative was a major and consistent part of the 

ERC’s foreign policy and of Catalan identity. 

 

                                                        
778 An ex-Communist, member of the ERC and prolific author and journalist as well as a film producer.  

779 President of the CADCI and a parliamentary representative of the Partit Català Proletari 
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Comparing the 3 Olympiads of 1936 

The Nazi games 

Having been handed the games under the Weimar regime as a reward for reintegration 

into Europe’s democratic community. The Nazi regime fundamentally altered the nature of the 

games. With the passage of the enabling act in March 1933, Hitler swept away democracy and 

made the parliament a mere rubber stamp for his party-state. Nazi election material had been 

highly dismissive about the Olympic ideal, and it was presumed that they would cancel the 

games. However Josef Goebbels, never one to forego a propaganda opportunity, persuaded the 

regime to embrace the games and their potential for selling the regime to the world. The Nazis 

saw an opportunity to strengthen links to classical Greece, illustrate the physical superiority of the 

Aryan “race,” and demonstrate the efficiency of the Nazi system to the rest of the world. Soon an 

unprecedented level of mobilization prepared Berlin for the arrival of the “youth of the world.”780 

What was to have been the coming out party for German democracy became an exhibition of 

what fascism could offer that democracies could not. The Berlin games were the first to be taken 

on by a country, rather than a city, and to become part of a political rather than sporting narrative. 

The IOC has always awarded Olympiads to cities, based on the merits of their applications, as 

opposed to giving the games to nations or governments to host where they see fit. This was the 

argument the IOC used to send the games to Berlin (and later Moscow and Beijing). Whatever 

the theory, with regards to the Berlin games, in practice it was very clear that they (like the 

popular alternative) were not representative of a city but of a regime and an ideology  

The Nazi Olympics became a more explicit vehicle for nationalism, the politicization of 

race, and propaganda, as well as evidence of the formidable organizational capacities of Nazi 

Germany. The explicit competition between nations at the Olympics was made part of the games 

                                                        
780 The Olympic bell used in Berlin bore the inscription “I summon the youth of the world” 
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in a more organized fashion after Goebbels took control. For the first time, a medal table was 

introduced, with the intention of proving the overall superiority of the Aryan nations. In the 

opening ceremony, many athletes from different nations gave the Nazi salute. The Olympic torch 

relay, a central element of today’s sporting choreography, which took the Olympic flame from its 

site in Greece to the site of the games, was dreamed up by Dr Carl Diem781 and seized upon by 

Goebbels to forge closer links between Berlin and the classical roots of the games. The Nazis 

solidified their propaganda coup with Riefenstahl ‘s film “Olympia”. This piece portrayed the 

order and discipline behind the success of the Nazi games, and glorified the bodies of Aryan 

athletes.  Although “Olympia” is less obviously fascist, it was every bit the companion to 

“Triumph of the Will,” Riefenstahl’s 1934 Nazi party congress film. When the New York Times, 

stated "no country since ancient Greece has displayed a more truly national interest in the 

Olympic spirit than you will find in Germany today," it did not fully realize the Nazi definition of 

nation and the exclusive fashion in which this interest was perceived.782 

Rather than opposing these nationalist uses of what was supposed to be an internationalist 

event, the willingness of the majority of the IOC to acquiesce in the brutality of the Nazi regime 

was quite remarkable. Despite evidence of abuse of various groups and political opposition, as 

well as government violence before and after the games, the IOC chose to see Germany as a 

peaceful and well-ordered society that placed sport and physical activity on a high pedestal.783 It 

continued to hold this opinion for years after the Berlin games, indeed at the London IOC 

                                                        
781 Diem was not himself a Nazi, indeed his wife was from a Jewish family. However he had been integral 
to the securing of the games for Berlin before the Nazi takeover of power. He retained his position as 
Secretary General of the Organizing Committee even after the regime change.  

782 New York Times, October 5, 1936.quoted in Kanin, D. B. A Political History of the Olympic Games. 
Westview Pr, 1981. 

783 At the games themselves, the Nazis instructed their supporters to behave civilly towards Jews and others 
who would normally be discriminated against as  “non-Aryans” due to their race. This play-acting dispelled 
much of the ill will that was felt towards the Nazi regime in the international community. 
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meeting in 1939, Garmisch-Partenkirchen was selected to host the 1940 Winter Olympics784. The 

IOC remained unmoved, even as Hitler’s atrocities were becoming more blatant and war was 

becoming more inevitable with each passing week. The Popular Games not only offered a 

different vision of what the Olympics should be, but of how a nation should see itself and the 

world. The two models for Olympiads represented two models for society. These ideas would 

clash on the battlefields of Spain and Europe in the coming decade, even if the Popular Olympics 

themselves were never able to stake their claim against the Nazi games.  

The 1936 Berlin games offer an excellent example of the gap between history and 

popular legend. The schoolbook version offers the heart-warming story of Luz Long and Jesse 

Owens.  The enduring legend of the games tells of how Long, the blonde haired German long 

jumper, undermined the attempts of the Judge to disqualify the slave’s grandson. The legend 

continues, that with Owen’s having been judged to have taken off too late on his first two jumps, 

Long approached Owens to ensure he was able to register a qualifying leap. In Owens’ own 

words: ‘"he helped me measure a foot back of the take-off board — and then I came down and I 

hit between these two marks. And therefore I qualified. And that led to the victory in the running 

broad jump [long jump]."785 As with many such inspiring tales, this legend seems to have largely 

been constructed after the fact.786 When directly questioned, Owens admitted that the story was 

apocryphal. Long was unable to confirm or deny the legend, having died in 1943 fighting in a war 

in which he seems to have taken little interest, fighting for an ideology which the world had 

                                                        
784 The 1940 summer and winter games were first awarded to Japan before being withdrawn during the 
Sino Japanese war and reallocated to Helsinki and St Mortiz respectively.  The organizing committee of the 
winter games then offended the IOC further, resulting in a second reallocation of the games to Germany 
which had successfully hosted the 1936 Winter Games.  

785 Greenspan, Bud. Jesse Owens Returns to Berlin, 1964. 

786 A widely cited letter from Long to Owens asking the latter to tell Long’s son “how things can be 
between men in this world” is often cited. However no archive is mentioned in any of these citations. An 
unpublished document collection “"The Luz Long Story -- Athletes in the Third Reich." Is held by Long’s 
family but not available for inspection.  
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become intimately familiar with at the Berlin games. Regardless of the veracity of this anecdote, 

these were a games that would go down in history as the games of swastikas and soldiers.  At the 

time, Europe used the games to justify non-intervention and to marvel at Nazi “efficiency”. Later, 

they would look back and see fascist discipline in a different light. Race was very much at the 

forefront of the Nazi show in Berlin, as was nation and nationalism. Before Europe spiralled into 

armed conflict and took the world with it, the same parties and competing ideologies battled in 

the events of the Olympiad.  

The Boycott Movement and Other Alternative Games.  

Before they had even begun, the 1936 Olympic Games became politicized, as the absence 

of Jewish athletes in German teams, along with more general Nazi abuses of human rights and 

members of the opposition became apparent. Soon an international boycott movement took shape. 

The winter games at Garmisch-Partenkirchen in February 1936 were the first event on the Nazi 

Olympic schedule. They seemed to occur without a hitch, and were reflected upon positively by 

the right wing of the Catalan nationalist press. The magazine, D’aci I d’alla, commented on “the 

pomp and majesty which Germans express so well in mass spectacles.”787  While there may have 

been support for the games on the right in Catalonia and elsewhere in Europe, the movement to 

boycott the summer counterparts of these games, and thus avoid being part of the Nazi spectacle, 

had begun long before the winter games took place. This boycott movement grew, as the Popular 

Front ideology grew among political groups opposed to fascism. The two movements shared an 

ideology and many personnel, and thus came to reflect each other.   

In the USA, it was not only the Jewish political lobby (which gained much of its 

coherence over this issue), but also the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People (NAACP) and the political left, which formed the rallying points of the boycott campaign. 

                                                        
787 el pompa I majestat que els alemanys saben encomanar a semblats espaectacles de masses - D’aci I 
D’alla issue 2 1936 UCSD Library special collections 
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The NAACP opposed participation in the Berlin games, not only due to direct racism against 

black people by the Nazis,788 but also in the interest of making common cause with the Jews. The 

New York Amsterdam News wrote an open letter to Olympic athletes, offering them the “greatest 

opportunity”789 of their careers, “to challenge a force which seeks to destroy everything you have 

devoted your best years to building.”790 The athletes who had the opportunity to go to the games 

saw things differently. For them, the chance to perform was the greatest opportunity of their lives. 

None of the boycott movements in the African American press seem to have subscribed to the 

Popular Front identity explicitly. However, the group did take an international stance and was 

explicitly opposed to colonialism791. While there were ideological links between the popular 

Olympiad and the NAACP, the opportunities available to the black athletes in Berlin prevented 

the Popular Front alliances from joining up with the black activists in the USA.  

The boycott in the US was spearheaded by Judge Jeremiah Mahoney, president of the 

Amateur Athletic Union. Mahoney was strongly opposed by the chair of the US branch of the 

IOC, Avery Brundage. Brundage hid behind the claim that "the Olympic Games belong to the 

athletes and not to the politicians792". This “apolitical” positioning was, of course, a highly 

political action. In fact Brundage blamed the boycott on “Jewish Communist conspiracy.” 

                                                        
788 Although there were some less overt examples of  eugenics : basketball players were limited to a 
maximum height for instance Holmes, J. Olympiad 1936: blaze of glory for Hitler's Reich. Ballantine 
Books. 

789 The New York Amsterdam News Aug 24, 1935 pp1; ProQuest Historical Newspapers New York 
Amsterdam News: 1922-1993 

790 The New York Amsterdam News Aug 24, 1935 pp1; ProQuest Historical Newspapers New York 
Amsterdam News: 1922-1993 

791 Bynum, Thomas. NAACP Youth and the Fight for Black Freedom, 1936–1965. Univ. of Tennessee 
Press, 2013. 

792 Avery Brundage. “Fair Play for American Athletes.” American Olympic committee, 1934. 
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793  After the assurances from the Nazi regime regarding equal access to participation, Brundage 

became the staunchest opponent of the boycott campaign and actively advocated for full 

attendance. 

In France, the government initially supported the games, although individual Radical-

Socialists tabled motions to boycott on moral grounds. The boycott movement there really gained 

momentum after the 7th March 1936, when the Nazi regime remilitarized the Rhineland area on 

the border with France. Once Leon Blum’s Popular Front government came to power in early 

June, it seemed as if France would boycott the games entirely. The issue became highly 

politicized and, with strikes covering France, the decision was rushed.  Fearing being labelled a 

Communist if he reversed the previous government’s decision, and desperately needing to 

distance his Popular Front from such accusations, Blum decided to sit on the fence. France 

donated 600,000 Francs to the Popular Olympiad,794 and helped to cover the costs of the 1500795 

French athletes attending. However, France also spent 1.1 million francs on sending a team to 

Berlin. In the latter games the French government was not officially represented (as the French 

Olympic committee pointed out, no government is officially represented); however, athletes were 

allowed to compete in the national colours. Paris played host to the boycott movement’s greatest 

gathering, the "International Conference on Respect for the Olympic Ideal,” just two days after 

Blum’s election. The phrasing of this conference in terms of the Olympic ideal, and not anti-

fascism, shows the precarious position of the Popular Front with regard to the politicization of the 

games and support for alternatives to the Berlin Olympiad. In order for the boycott games to 

                                                        
793 Brundage once noted that he himself was a member of a sports club where Jews were not permitted to 
be members. - Keys, B. J. The dictatorship of sport: nationalism, internationalism, and mass culture in the 
1930's: a thesis presented at Harvard University 

794 La Vanguardia 15 July 1936 pp12 

795 Colomé, G., and J. Sureda. “Sport and international relations (1913-1939): the 1936 Popular Olympiad.” 
Centre d’Estudis Olímpics UAB. http://olympicstudies. uab. es/pdf/wp020_eng. pdf (accessed March 18, 
2008). 
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appear any less political than the games of Berlin, they had to claim the legitimacy of the 

Olympic ideal, rather than the legitimacy they saw from their own political ideals.  

Three major alternatives were offered to the “Nazi” Olympics in Berlin, but none of the 

other pretenders to the Olympic legacy offered a transnational identity like that posited by the 

Popular Olympics. Firstly, 1935 saw Tel Aviv hosting a “Jewish Olympics” or Maccabiah games. 

These games were not so much a direct creation of opposition to the Berlin events, as a 

continuation of a pre-existing tradition of Jewish games, which had begun to take a more 

Olympian form in 1932. The date was changed to occur before the Berlin games, allowing them 

to benefit from the boycott’s publicity and vice versa. Many Jewish athletes from the 28 nations 

represented (including Germany) decided to remain in mandatory Palestine (including the entire 

Bulgarian team who sent only their instruments home796), rather than return to possible 

persecution.  

The second alternative took place on the 15-16 August, the last 2 days of the Berlin 

games, when 7,500 people watched the “World Labor Athletic Carnival” in the USA. This hugely 

successful event was organized by Jeremiah Mahoney, a leader in the boycott movement in the 

USA.  However, unlike the Barcelona Popular Olympics, the carnival did not seek to challenge 

the authority of the Berlin Olympics. The Labor Carnival was supplementary and did not take the 

name “Olympic”. The Carnival did not tempt athletes away from the games, nor did it take the 

form of a real alternative. The carnival followed in the footsteps of the Workers’ Olympics, in 

being open to a limited pool of participants who were already ideologically homogeneous. Such 

events reinforced existing identities, rather than taking advantage of the ability of such an event to 

create new identities and build bridges between existing ones.  

                                                        
796 http://www.jewishsports.net/the_maccabiah_games.htm accessed 12/28/2014 
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The third alternative was the Popular Olympics, which were explicitly opposed to the 

Berlin games and claimed to embody the Olympic spirit was better embodied by their version of 

the games. The boycott movement had united many groups who had previously not spoken with 

each other and, in doing so, it allowed for the possible forming of new alliances against fascism 

and a new popular identity. This was not a continuation of previously existing sectarian sports 

events, nor an event that focused on politics but used sport as a diversion. Drawing on De 

Coubertin’s notions of enlightened patriotism and the ideology of the Popular Front, as well as 

the broad opposition to the Berlin games, the Popular Olympics was unique in its use of an 

Olympiad to perform and create new identities. For their pomp and majesty, the games relied on a 

grand vision of the popular future, rather than recalling a glorious classical past.  

The press commented readily on the Popular Olympics (as well as the Berlin games). 

While most of the moderate Catalanist press approved, la Publicitat, raised objections to the 

Olympic nomenclature. They criticized the games as a politicized alternative to the games in 

Berlin (which, following Brundage’s line of reasoning, they felt were not political). This 

objection to the games led to a reclassification in some media,797 and a move away from the 

“Olympic” moniker. Rather than challenging the Olympism in Berlin, La Publicitat preferred to 

construct the games in Barcelona as something entirely distinct. Thus, the terms Olimpiada 

Popular and Semana Popular de Deporte y de Folklore seem to have been used concurrently798 in 

the contemporary media, perhaps depending on the stance of the newspaper in question or merely 

what sounded best to the author. In reality, there was much to be gained from challenging Hitler’s 

Olympics, and the official documentation and publicity materials for the games continued to refer 

                                                        
797 Pujadas, X., and C. Santacana. “The Popular Olympic Games, Barcelona 1936: Olympians and 
Antifascists.” International Review for the Sociology of Sport 27, no. 2 (1992): 139. 

798 “Popular Olympics” and “Popular week of sport and folklaw” respectively - La Vanguardia June 25, 
1936 
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to them as the Popular Olympics in the majority of cases, indeed this is how they were billed at 

the stadium the day before they were due to open.  

Despite the vociferous boycott movement and the criticism of the Berlin games from the 

Catalan press and politicians, the events of the Berlin Olympiad were still widely reported.  D’aci 

i d’alla was no longer published by the time of the summer games, but the Catalan “popular” and 

sporting press reported the events of, and the lead up to, the Berlin games.  La Vanguardia,799 El 

Mundo Deportivo,800 and even the monthly club newsletter of the Club Natació Barcelona, 801 

shared reports of the events and their results. La Vanguardia took pleasure in reporting the 

achievements of the “phenomenon”802 Jesse Owens undermining the message of the Nazi regime. 

However, these publications were not loathe to also praise Hitler’s regime and the smooth 

running of its games. The willingness of all parts of the Catalan press to report on, and even 

praise, the Nazi Olympiad, alongside the reporting of the Popular Games, suggests that these 

events were not seen as mutually exclusive but rather as having different constituencies and 

different purposes. While the Olympics in Berlin provided record performances, those in 

Barcelona aimed for the other things which sport can create: a sense of fraternity and unity behind 

a goal more important than the games themselves.  

The Popular Olympics: Origins, Goals and Program 

It is in the positioning of the Popular Olympics as explicitly opposed to the Nazi 

alternative, but also in their goal of going beyond mere protest to attempt a broader redefinition of 

nationalism, that we can see how the ERC saw Catalonia fitting into the world and what they 

hoped to achieve through sports diplomacy. While the games came together quickly (from April 

                                                        
799 “Los Juegos Olímpicos (Berlin).” La Vanguardia, July 8, 1936. 

800 “Ante Los J. Olimpicos de Berlin.” El Mundo Deportivo, July 12, 1936. 

801 “L’Olimpiada de Berlin.” Natació, January 1, 1936. 

802 “De Berlin.” La Vanguardia, August 12, 1936. 
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to July 1936), it does not follow that these games were entirely a creature of the Popular Front 

government elected earlier that year. The Popular Games had deeper roots in the Catalan system 

of popular sport. The popular sports movement had long had its roots in Catalonia, and the ERC 

represented a precursor of the Popular Front governments that supported the Popular Olympics 

from Paris and Madrid. While (as illustrated below) it is true that much of the financial support 

came from governments outside of Barcelona, this would have been meaningless without the 

established patterns of, and infrastructure for, popular sport that had taken root and born fruit in 

the Catalan capital.  Were it not for the pre-existing popular sports organizations in Catalonia and 

the organizational and logistical infrastructure that they provided, the games could not have come 

together so quickly.  

The existence of the Comité Català pro Esport Popular (CCEP) in Catalonia gave 

Catalonia a significant leg up in the hosting of a non-elite sport event. As analysed in Chapters 2 

and 3, the CCEP was one of many popular sporting organizations that emerged under the ERC 

during the Second Republic. These sporting organizational bodies were created with the specific 

aim of creating a social basis for cross class political alliances on the Catalan left, opposing 

fascism and removing commercialism from sport. There were numerous union based centres, 

single sports clubs, Multi Purpose Voluntary Associations and multi sport clubs (such as the Unio 

Esportiva Sants) united in Catalonia under the CCEP. Organized sport in Second Republic 

Catalonia, even prior to the popular Olympiad, was explicitly “popular” in its structure and 

composition. Sport took on a clear anti-fascist stance, with the CCEP announcing in Justicia 

Social that it aimed to “declare war on forces destructive to human values and rebut fascism”803. 

Popular sport aimed for a world where classes could play alongside one another and learn to 

better understand each other through sport. This approach falls in line with De Coubertin’s ideas 

                                                        
803 Juticia social note from the CCEP 23 may 1936 pp3 in Pujadas, X., and C. Santaca. “L’altra Olimpiada.” 
Barcelona ‘36. Barcelona, Llibres de l’Index (1990) pp73.    
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of spreading the “pleasure” and benefits of sport to the young workers, rather than merely 

improving their productivity, or saving their souls. Catalonia had placed itself at the forefront of 

anti-fascist, cross-class sport before Berlin came to the helm of the opposite tendency, and thus 

Barcelona was the obvious location for a “popular” games.  

The announcement of the Barcelona games occurred in the press and came through the 

organizing bodies of popular sport. La Vanguardia stated that: “Señor Trabal noted that the 

games did not have a class or party agenda, but aimed to unite the youth of the world under a 

common goal of progress, liberty and peace.”804 This excellent summary of the role of the games 

placed them in sharp contrast to their Berlin counterparts and in line with the goals of the Popular 

Front.  While these were not a Workers’ Games, the teams from abroad who attended the games 

did tend towards a more working class composition.  The majority of organized teams were 

drawn from workers’ sports clubs and left wing organizations (due in large part to the promotion 

of the games outside of Spain through working class organizations). Senor Delaune, the head of 

the French FSGT805, noted that the French delegation included 1000 members of the FSGT and 

500 of other organizations (many more than the 215 athletes from the same nation sent to 

Berlin806). This delegation was truly representing French “popular” sport, not just the Workers’ 

sport movement within it.807 The Swiss delegate, Mr Probst of the SATUS (Schweizerischer 

Arbeiter-, Turn- und Sportverband, Swiss Eorkers’ Sports Federation), also noted “We are in 

                                                        
804 “el señor Trabal hizo notar queno tienen carácter partidista de ninguna clase, ya que sólo persiguen 
una finalidad noble y de sana emulación entre las juventudes deseosas de manifestarse bajo el símbolo 
de  un común ideal de progreso, libertad y paz” La Vanguardia 17th June, 1936 

805 The FSGT supported te Catalan popular sports movement but was itself a workers’ sport body.  

806 WJ Murray. “France, Coubertin and the Nazi Olympics: The Response.” Olympiaka 1 (1992): 46–69. 

807 Mundo Deportivo, 6th July 1936 pp2 
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agreement with everything that the popularization of sport represents”808. One can assume that 

this included broadening the base of popular sport beyond Moscow’s approved Workers’ sport 

bodies, and including classes and ideologies beyond those of the workerist parties. It seems that 

many of those taking part in the events did so as a conscious expression of support for the popular 

sports movement and the politics and ideals behind it, while others found the popular sports 

movement when looking for an alternative to the Berlin games. As these groups met on the 

playing field, the goal would be that they saw all that they shared rather than focusing on their 

minor differences.  

This open attitude towards nations and states is illustrated by the teams registered to 

compete in the Olympiad. Alongside nation states such as France, Sweden and Great Britain, 

there were teams of displaced Jews, Catalans, Basques, Galicians, and Algerians. The women’s 

football competition even included entries from the “united students of the world.”809 The anti-

fascist character of the games was illustrated by the inclusion of German and Italian political 

exiles, representing the gap between the people of their respective nations and the regimes in 

power in Berlin and Rome. The Hamburg workers’ Turnen Society810 sent a team to the 

Barcelona games, as a protest against Nazi oppression and the regime’s appropriation of the 

Olympiad for propaganda purposes. The Olympics allowed people to claim the identity that they 

felt best represented them. The perspective that the ERC had on nationalism (that of a nation 

without a state), allowed them to take this more progressive stance on nationalism, without 

                                                        
808 “Estamos de acuerdo en todo lo que  representa la popularización del deporte” Mundo Deportivo, 6th 
July 1936. The Swiss had long been friends of the ERC and its vision of Catalan identity, donating space 
for the European congress of nations which met in their government buildings in September 1934. 

809 Interestingly this is a return to the origin of the word nation Renan, E. Qu’est-Ce Qu’une Nation?, 1882. 

810 The German Turnen movement was the majoralternative to the British sports and athletic movement in 
the late nineteenth century. Turnen focused on mass calisthenics and was closely linked to German 
nationalism and later, to an although Hitelr closed down Turnen societies he also co-opted many of their 
techniques with the Hitler youth. 
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undermining their own identity and authority. The basic agreement on politics and international 

relations within the Popular Front, allowed people to more clearly define their own identity 

within the coalition, be that as part of a nation with a state or one without the apparatus of 

statehood.  This acceptance of a multitude of identities in the games, ably illustrates their  

“popular” nature, the integral role the unifying Popular Front played in the Popular Olympics, and 

their “enlightened” approach to nationalism.  

The popular games took an unprecedentedly broad approach to identity. In an effort to 

open the games to all, regardless of their origin, the COOP went as far as to solicit Esperanto 

interpreters811. Overall, athletes from 23 nations attended the games. The most numerously 

represented were those of the Iberian Peninsula; Catalonia, the Basqueland, Galicia and the 

remainder of Spain all competed separately. The peninsular contingent was followed in size by 

France, which sent 1500 representatives. After these came 200 from Switzerland and around 50 

from Holland, Belgium and the nations making up the UK.812 In total, there were 6,000 

participants and 20,000 spectators scheduled to compete in and enjoy the events of July 1936. 

The organizational demands of transporting, housing and feeding so many people were not light. 

However, despite organizational difficulties and a short period between the games inception and 

occurrence, the Popular Olympics seemed ready to go without any major catastrophe. This was an 

impressive undertaking on the part of the city, the nation and its civil society. Although the games 

themselves did not occur, their support and organization shows the depth of social, political and 

physical infrastructure behind the popular sport movement. 

                                                        
811 “Se Necesitan Interpretes,” July 6, 1936. 

812 The British representation came through the British workers’ sport association and thus the group is 
combined for statistics. It is unclear if the competitors would have declared for England, Wales, Scotland 
and Northern Ireland or for the UK as a whole. British Workers’ Sports Association. “Press Infromation: 
Barcelona Popular Olympiad.” Trade union Congress, June 9, 1936. 
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Where the Popular Front itself had not unified a fractured left, the Popular Games did not 

resonate.  Even where the Popular Front existed outside Catalonia, its message of cross class 

sporting participation hadn’t trickled down from politics to identity and thus to the popular 

sporting infrastructure that would have allowed the games to appeal to a broader group. In most 

of Europe, sport remained divided along class lines. Universities and exclusive clubs served the 

privileged few, while workers’ sports associations and neighbourhood teams served the working 

classes. There were simply very few analogous popular sport organizations to invite to the games 

in the short period between their initial conception and the opening ceremonies. Thus the 

workers’ sport movement often served to communicate the Popular Games to the various nations 

of Europe. 

Due to the nature of the left republican Catalan government, and its links with the rest of 

Europe through the Popular Front and associated political parties, the games were publicized and 

promoted largely through left wing sports organizations and not elite sport governing bodies. The 

confusion was compounded by letters and invitations, which were often addressed to such bodies 

and used the familiar language of class and alienation through labour813. This often led to a 

misconception, at the time and thereafter, that the Barcelona games were simply a rebranding of 

previous Workers’ Olympiads and Spartakiads. This perception meant that the events were 

overlooked by many nations which were not inclined towards the Moscow model, and didn’t 

grasp the true meaning of popular sport.  As a result of this factional confusion, fewer athletes 

attended from much of Northern Europe than from the Popular Front and sympathetic regimes 

further south. This was not out of the desire of the organizers, who explicitly rejected the “lies of 

                                                        
813 For example, the British delegation was mostly drawn from those sent by the Trades Union Congress.  
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the reactionary press”814 in this regard, but was rather a consequence of their position in the 

vanguard of popular sports. 

The exceptions to this general trend of working class and left wing participation were the 

Zionists and those from the nations not recognized as states within Europe and further afield. 

These groups were happy to support an event that recognized their national sovereignty,815 and 

which opposed the Nazi use of the Olympics and that regime’s marginalization and persecution of 

such groups. There was indeed a unique opportunity for nations to choose their own identity at 

these games, but that was not the reason for the games. The proliferation of national identities to 

be found in the program of the Barcelona games was a consequence of a broader desire to 

embrace progressive democracy, and a willingness to allow people to define their own identity, 

rather than having it forced upon them by biology or ideology. The Popular Front was a space 

that embraced democracy and people’s right to self definition but the games were about 

promoting this broad based democracy, not solely incubating nations.  

Alongside the sporting events of the Olympiad, there was a full cultural program that 

included events not normally seen in the Olympiads of the IOC. Among the non-sporting events 

were dances, folklore storytellings, art displays (by the likes of Sert and Clara), competitions for 

writing about sport, and examples of traditional Catalan parades and celebrations, including the 

famous Castells. The cultural and folklore events included contributions from Morocco, Holland, 

Germany and France, as well as the Iberian nations. Indeed, in some publications that objected to 

the use of the word “Olympic”, the event was billed as the “international week of sport and 

folklore.”816 The Popular Olympics was an event dedicated to supporting the culture that 

                                                        
814 “la prensa reaccionaria miente a sabiendas cuando dice  que es una Olimpiada roja.” Martín, Andrés. 
Mundo Obrero, June 29, 1936. 

815 El Mundo Deportivo 7th June 1936 

816 “La Representación Folklórica de Cataluña En La Semana Popular.” El Mundo Deportivo, July 6, 1936. 
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underpinned an international understanding, and to the building of new nations and new citizens, 

and as such, it took in a broader range and scope of activities. Communities, be they national, 

local or international, require a cultural and intellectual body as well as a physical one, and the 

ERC aimed to use these games to create a deeper international popular identity out of the 

opposition to fascism. Through sharing traditions and tales, the nations who came together 

through the games were more likely to leave with a better mutual understanding. Rather than 

competing, they would share and exchange their unique cultures, and appreciate the value of 

being brought together under a popular banner.   The inclusion of folklore in an Olympiad was a 

unique feature of the Popular Games; it fused the modern popular identities with the older 

traditional ones, and the old ways of bonding communities with the new. In celebrating the 

cultures of others, as well as those of the host nation, the Barcelona games again distinguished 

themselves from their counterparts. Neither the Workers’ Games nor the Berlin Olympics offered 

this chance for people to meet over culture as well as over sport. The organizers went out of their 

way to point this out stating that “fascists have no place [in these games] having shown 

themselves to be enemies of popular culture”817. Often sports in general, and Olympiads in 

particular, were the subject of competition and divisions, while these games helped to break down 

those divides, and in doing so, represented a unique use of the Olympiad for the creation of a 

unique identity.  

                                                        
817 “ en los que por tanto no tienen puesto los fascistas, probados enemigos de la cultura popular” Martín, 
Andrés. Mundo Obrero, June 29, 1936. 
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Figure 16 The events are clearly labelled as a Popular Games, not a Workers’ 

Olympics. Also of note are the multiple races shown on the poster 

An important element of the CCEP’s vision that was to be incorporated into the 1936 

games was the idea that sport should be for all. As the British Trades Union Congress stated “the 

object is to counter the effects of the Berlin games with a popular sports festival, which does not 

hope for record feats, but does intend to preserve the Olympic spirit of peace and cooperation 
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between nations.”818 The idea of these games was not to have a few athletes competing and 

thousands watching (as was the case in Berlin), but rather to have many enjoying sport and 

benefiting from it at different levels. This meant accepting everyone, not just in the sense of 

income groups and genders,819 but also in the sense of talent or aptitude. The proposed schedule 

for the 1936 games included events for club athletes and for the general public. As well as the 

elite events scheduled for the Popular Olympiad, there were races for “enthusiasts in other 

categories to gauge their strength against sportsmen from other districts and countries,”820 and 

even complete novices. The absence of qualifying standards and the inclusion of differing levels 

of competition makes the popular nature and intent of these games very clear. This was 

fundamentally distinct from the primacy of the record performance and the elite level competition 

that had come to characterize the IOC’s games by 1936. The Popular Games instead aimed to 

create a sense of fraternity among the different classes and nations which were united under the 

Popular Front, rather than to illustrate the superiority of one group or individual over another. 

Shared experience offered a way of understanding and performing unity that no amount of 

speeches or readings could. The best athletes were not to be lauded above all others, but merely to 

serve as examples and inspire the population in general to take up sports and find friendship 

through them. 

Women played a full and equal role in the games, with the Club Femení d'Esports (CFE) 

a key part of the civil society support for the event. Alongside a complete program of women’s 

events, the associated cultural Olympiad even awarded essays on the importance of women’s 

                                                        
818 British Workers’ Sports Association. “Press Information: Barcelona Popualr Olympiad.” Trade union 
Congress, June 9, 1936. Warwick university digital library. 

819 Indeed the club femení d'esports (womens’ sports club) was a key founding element of the CCEP and 
the organizing committee of the Popular Games 

820 British Workers’ Sports Association. “Press Information: Barcelona Popualr Olympiad.” Trade union 
Congress, June 9, 1936. Warwick university digital library. 
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sport, showing a commitment on the part of the ERC to sharing the theory behind women’s 

physical education. Women were not barred from competition in events that were often coded as 

“inappropriate” or “unfeminine”, as illustrated by the women’s football, shotput and javelin 

competitions. This was a reflection of the growth in women’s sport under the Republic and the 

high quality of Catalonia’s sporting women.  From their equality in terms of events, to the 

ideological support, and even their inclusion in event posters, women were very much welcome at 

the Popular Olympics. 

 As can be seen in the publicity posters for the games, the events were not expected to be 

an example of the superiority of one race or gender. Figures 17, 18 and 19 show men and women 

of various races dressed in various uniforms (including a red singlet), walking together under a 

banner which simply reads “Olimpiada popular,” and accompanied by the flag of the city of 

Barcelona. The inclusion of black athletes in much of the promotional material (Figure 19) is 

particularly notable, given the relative paucity of people of African descent in Barcelona at the 

time. Although there is little rhetoric on the subject, one can assume this was at least in part a nod 

to the leadership of the boycott movement in the USA by the African American groups who 

strongly opposed the racism of the Nazi regime. Every element of these games exuded a tolerant 

and accepting popular modernity, from the painted planes used to advertise the games (Figure 18) 

to the more traditional posters; the image portrayed was that the future lay in the Popular Front 

and its cross class, international  identity.  
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Figure 17 A publicity poster featuring men and women as well as various races, all 

united by the Popular Olympics 
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Figure 18 A plane advertises the Popular Olympics. Centelles, Augustí.  Avioneta 

Con Publicidad de La Olimpiada Popular, Barcelona, 1936. Gelatin silver print, 1936 

 

Emblematic of the all-embracing “popular sport” of the games was the repurposing of the 

Barcelona Stadia. Having been constructed for the World’s Fair in 1929, the stadia were funded 

by the city and were supposed to be the property of the people. The Catalan press, which was 

inclined towards popular sport, looked dimly upon the use of the stadia for elite events (such as 

world title boxing bouts and the charging of high entry fees. The hosting of events with high 

ticket prices caused complaints that the public should not pay twice to merely watch others use 

the facilities that belonged to the people of the city. The Popular Olympics organizers were 

sympathetic to the issues around stadia and access, and these were addressed with free entry for 

spectators and many events aimed at non-elite athletes. This more accessible Olympiad differed 

hugely from the expensive elite sports events and the party-limited Workers’ Games. This was to 

be an event that was more about participating than spectating and about experiencing unity not 

enmity. Not only the people of Catalonia, but the citizens of the world would use the stadia in 

their fullest possible sense.  
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Figure 19 Alongside the Stadia in Montjuïc, other parts of the exposition were used 

by the games. These included the Poble Espanyol that represented all the regions of Spain 

with small cottages. Note also the mixed races of the people portrayed. 

Another differentiation between the experience of the “popular” games and that of 

athletes in their more elite counterpart in Berlin was the arrangement for housing the participants. 

Rather than an Olympic village,821 the athletes were sleeping in various “popular” hotels (more 

like workers dormitories) and apartment buildings around the city.822 The visitors were very much 

                                                        
821 This concept was pioneered at the 1932 Los Angeles Olympics and embraced by the Berlin games  

822 EL Mundo Deportivo 25th July 1936  and Candau, J. G., J. A. Samaranch, and G. P. B. Martínez. El 
deporte en la guerra civil. Espasa, 2007.   
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living among the population as their guests and fellows, rather than being cloistered away in a 

separate compound and not allowed to see the real city.  Once again, this undermined the idea of 

“elite” competitors set apart from the “masses” spectating. Obviously, in part this was a policy 

forced by the short time frame and low budget of the events, but it also served a useful role in the 

positioning of the games. Given the nature of the events, and their rejection of the idea that sport 

and athletes had to be separated from politics and the people, this was not just a symbolic or cost 

cutting measure but one designed to encourage a sense of fraternity.    

Funding of the Games 

The events of the Popular Olympics were not just popular in name, but also in their 

funding and organization. Hosting thousands of competitors and putting on hundreds of events 

was not a cheap proposal, especially given the fact that most of the world was experiencing a 

period of recession.  Much like the approach to national identity of the Popular Olympics, the 

funding of the event was unique. A normal Olympiad was entirely funded by the host nation, on 

the premise that the host would benefit from the games economically and in its international 

status. However, the Popular Olympiad was designed to benefit the people of the world and was 

hosted by a city and a nation but not by a state. This new hosting pattern meant the games were 

funded by more varied sources. Contributions came not just from Barcelona, nor indeed from 

Catalonia and Spain, but from outside the borders of the host city and the state. This diverse 

funding shows the international nature of the Popular Games. Not only did athletes travel to 

compete, but governments and governing bodies contributed, in order to sustain the popular 

sports project.  

The largest donation to the Popular Olympiad came from the Spanish government, which 

donated 300,000 pesetas to the games in June.823  As well as a financial aid, this was an important 

                                                        
823 Mundo Deportivo 18th  June 1936 Candau states that 400,00 pesetas were donated but provides no 
footnote for this claim 



 

    

400

symbolic donation from Madrid. Not only did the economic contribution make the events 

possible, but it also increased the legitimacy of the events. The support of a nation state allowed 

other governments to support team efforts in Barcelona, without fear of offending the government 

in Madrid by supporting a Catalan separatist event. Madrid’s donation reinforced the idea that, 

during this third biennium, Barcelona and Madrid shared a goal of creating a left republican unity 

and opposing fascism and the right within a unified Popular Front. While the games certainly did 

embrace Catalan nationalism, the support of Madrid shows that what was being promoted was a 

Catalan nation within a greater popular Spain, and indeed a Popular Front embracing all of 

Europe. While the games were more a creature of the popular sports movement in Catalonia than 

the Popular Front in Madrid, the support of the latter for the former was invaluable.  

The support of the French government in Paris closely followed the financial contribution 

of Madrid’s Popular Front regime824. France contributed 600,000 francs825 (not 600,000 pesetas as 

noted in some texts826) to the COOP. The French Popular Front also subsidized travel to the 

games for participants,827 and gave in kind aid to all participants traveling from and through 

France, arranging for special trains and even sending staff to support athletes in Barcelona. The 

                                                        
824 Some members of the government in Madrid felt that the inclusion of regional teams undermined unity 
in the face of a larger threat from fascism abroad and the reactionary forces at home. In their opinion even a 
good-natured competition introduced division in a time when unity was needed. Amongst the proponents of 
this approach was Rafael Sanchez-Guerra, secretary to the president in Madrid and president of Real 
Madrid FC. Sanchez-Guerra stated that the events undermined “the complete fraternity of all the 
communities. It would be terrible if we fomented regional differences which don’t exist in other walks of 
life; they have to be removed from sport”. Rather than appealing to a homogeneous Spanishness, he 
recognized diversity within a greater Spanish nation stating that “Spain is one nation and Catalonia and the 
Basqueland are integral parts of it”. However, these “integral parts” of the Spanish nation were not, in his 
opinion, to compete with the capital. Candau, J. G., J. A. Samaranch, and G. P. B. Martínez. El deporte en 
la guerra civil. Espasa, 2007. 
 
825 La Vanguardia 10th July 1936  At the rates of exchange published in La Vanguardia 7th June 1936 this 
was about 290,000 pesetas  

826 Colomé, G., and J. Sureda. “Sport and international relations (1913-1939): the 1936 Popular Olympiad.” 
Centre d’Estudis Olímpics UAB. http://olympicstudies. uab. es/pdf/wp020_eng. pdf (accessed March 18, 
2008).   

827 Un tren especial desde Paris Mundo Deportivo, 6th July 1936 
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support of a nation state outside of the immediate Spanish context helped to lend further 

legitimacy to the games and enhance the Popular Front links. France’s leadership of the Popular 

Front, and its willingness to support the Popular Games (albeit not at the expense of the Berlin 

ones), helped the games to take on an important role in the international Popular Front narrative, 

and brought them to the attention of groups who may have otherwise remained ignorant.  

The Catalan Generalitat added 100,000 Pesetas of its own,828 and the Barcelona 

Ajuntament (city council) helped with a cash donation (of an amount which is not listed in the 

press or other documents). Both of these bodies also provided invaluable aid by preparing and 

providing accommodation and infrastructure that allowed the games to take place. The city itself 

took charge of finding accommodations for the events and their participants. Often this took the 

form of appeals to the population, as well as the use of city facilities, such as the stadia, pools, 

squares and open spaces of the city.  The support of civil society as well of the government of the 

city, was a key part of these games. The COOP, just like the CEEP, was a fusion of government 

and civil society interests.  

It is important to note that there was not funding from Moscow or the Comintern, and 

that, although the events may have been popularized through workers’ sport associations, there 

was a clear distinction between the Popular Olympics and workers’ sport.  This is all in sharp 

contrast with the Berlin Games, funded exclusively by the Nazi government, and exclusively 

promoting elite sport and a eugenic agenda. The Popular Olympics were an international 

endeavour, and support for the games was not an attempt to increase the international standing, or 

economy of Spain (or Catalonia). The games used international channels, but avoided those 

associated with elite sport and those closely controlled by the USSR. Indeed, even the Communist 

                                                        
828 Candau, J. G., J. A. Samaranch, and G. P. B. Martínez. El deporte en la guerra civil. Espasa, 2007.  And 
Colomé, G., and J. Sureda pp40 “Sport and international relations (1913-1939): the 1936 Popular 
Olympiad.” Centre d’Estudis Olímpics UAB. http://olympicstudies. uab. es/pdf/wp020_eng. pdf (accessed 
March 18, 2008).   
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affiliated FCDO in Spain went out of its way to reject the idea that this was a “red” Olympics, 

with Andrés Martín stating that “the reactionary press knowingly lies about this being a red 

Olympiad, you cannot believe them”829. Rather, this was a shared effort to foster an international 

identity and contribute to a common “popular” project.  Those who stood to gain financially, and 

in terms of credibility, from hosting the games, in large part were not those who funded them in 

the largest part and many of the participants came from farther afield than the financial support 

for the games. This was a redistribution of prestige and status through sport, not a reinforcing of 

old national and ideological boundaries.  

There was not universal support for the games and their ideology. The right wing press 

was vicious in its criticism. Newspapers in Madrid opposed the games as a separatist endeavour 

and saw them as indicative of the weak Popular Front’s weakness in maintaining Spanish identity 

and supressing what they saw as Catalan sedition.  There were also critiques closely mirroring the 

ideology of their right wing counterparts in Berlin and indeed in the United States, including 

labelling the events a “Jewish” games. Noting the use of Spanish as well as Catalan in publicity 

posters, La Veu de Catalunya criticized the national integrity of the events. Clearly, the notion of 

popular Catalonia existing in harmony with a popular Spain was not one that all Catalan 

nationalists agreed with830. The organizers were quick to respond that the games welcomed all, 

apart from those directly opposed to the Popular Front aims of the event. “Clearly this is a 

Popular Games: that is to say of the people and for the people, and in which, therefore, fascists 

have no place, having shown themselves to be enemies of popular culture.”831 Despite the best 

                                                        
829  “la prensa reaccionaria miente a sabiendas cuando dice  que es una Olimpiada roja. Esto no lo puede 
creer nadie” Martín, Andrés. Mundo Obrero, June 29, 1936. 

830 Pujadas, X., and C. Santacana. “L’altra Olimpiada.” Barcelona “36. Barcelona, Llibres de l”Index, 
1990. 

831 “claro que se trata de unos juegos populares: es decir del pueblo y para el pueblo, y en los que por 
tanto no tienen puesto los fascistas, probados enemigos de la cultura popular” Martín, Andrés. Mundo 
Obrero, June 29, 1936. 
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efforts of the right wing press, these games would not be sectarian, but would welcome all 

genders, races and classes who opposed the exclusivity of both Berlin and Moscow.  

Conclusions 

 As the organizers completed their last day of tiring work in the stadium above Barcelona, 

many were so exhausted that they slept in the stands. The next day they woke early, but for the 

wrong reasons. The 19th of July went down in history not as the first day in a new era of sports 

and popular culture, but as the beginning of the coup that led to the Spanish Civil War. The 

organizers of the games woke up to the sound of gunshots in the city below, and instead of 

running to the finish line of a race, they ran to the barricades and buildings that Barcelona used to 

defend itself against the coup. Although there would be no medals awarded in the Popular 

Olympics, the first victory in this new contest went to the ERC’s popular government when the 

coup failed in Catalonia. Despite the defeat of the coup in the city, the first casualty of the battle 

was the Popular Olympics. A nation at war had neither the time nor resources to reorganize the 

games and so they, along with much of the popular Catalan dream, fell victim to the nationalist 

rising and dictatorship. Clearly, what was planned for the 19th of July and the days thereafter was 

a dramatic departure from both Workers’ Olympiads and the IOC approved games. It was set to 

use a sporting event in a new way to achieve a set of goals that were not previously associated 

with Olympiads. This was neither a political, nor a sporting, nor a solely a Catalan event but very 

much an attempt to use physical culture to unite culture, politics and identity. Sadly, the outcome 

of these attempts will never be known.  

One persisting legend of the Barcelona games is that many of the athletes who came to 

participate stayed in Spain to defend their popular ideals and formed the first of the International 

Brigades. In large part this is more myth than fact, but it is not without basis in the truth. The 

conflict certainly impacted the athletes, regardless of the choices they made of who to support. 

Alongside the cancellation of the games, and the difficulties returning home, French competitors 
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were wounded by a plane strafing the streets.832 On the 24th of July La Vanguardia, noted that a 

large volume of athletes had gathered outside the Generalitat to thank the city for its kind 

welcome, and that “they offered to help Catalonia in whatever way they could at that 

time.”833  The athletes praised the heroic response of the city to the military coup, and “many” are 

said to have joined the militia and offered to form a column to go to Zaragoza. 834 We know that 

at least some of the German athletes did not return home, notable among them Clara Thalmann, 

who joined the Durruti column as a milicianas.835 However, the precise number of those who 

came for the games and stayed to defend the ideal that the games stood for, remains hard to come 

by.  El Mundo Deportivo stressed that the Athletes stuck in Barcelona did not want for supplies 

and felt assured of the security of their return.836 At first, the coup seemed like an embarrassment 

to a democratic Catalonia. Just at the time they had assured the world a warm welcome and a 

demonstration of the gains made by the Republic, the fragility of that system’s existence was 

thrown into sharp relief. Eventually, most of those foreign participants in attendance who wished 

to leave were able to escape by ship and then return home via France. That same journey was 

made in reverse by the interntional volunteers who later came to the aid of the Republic and the 

ideals that it had aimed to show to the world through the Popular Games.   

                                                        
832 Benavides, M. D. Guerra y revolución en Cataluña:(reportaje). Ediciones Tenochititlan, 1946.  Quoted 
in Candau, J. G., J. A. Samaranch, and G. P. B. Martínez. El deporte en la guerra civil. Espasa, 2007 pp 42 

833 “Ademas ofrecieron su concurso en las actividades de Cataluna para cuando convega en los actulaes 
momentos”- Informacion Catalana  La Vanguardia 24th July 1936 pp1 

834 “muchos de los... Representaciones Extranjeras de athletismo se han alistado en las milicias” 
Informacion Catalana  La Vanguardia 24th July 1936 pp1 

835 Thalmann and her husband would ultimately abandon their cause and be imprisoned for desertion before 
being sent home.  Alba, Víctor, and Stephen Schwartz. Spanish Marxism versus Soviet Communism: A 
History of the P.O.U.M. New Brunswick, U.S.A: Transaction Books, 1988. 

836 EL Mundo Deportivo 25th July 1936 pp1 
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From the perspective of the foreign participants, that ideal was as much Catalan as it was 

Spanish. Thus, they thanked the people of Catalonia for their welcome, and praise the Catalan 

resistance to the military coup. This seems to suggest that the athletes perceived the games as 

being hosted by Catalonia and noticed their distinct identity.837 This separation can only have 

been enhanced as the notion of which government and ideology controlled Spain had just been 

thrown into doubt. The idea of the athletes being international soldiers in a Catalan popular 

militia838 fits perfectly with the conception outlined above of many different national ideologies 

fitting into one “popular” ideology.  Although there were undoubtedly some athletes who stayed 

to fight, only a small fraction of the total 6,000 participants did not return home. This touching 

display of solidarity with a struggle that, for visiting participants, was not their own, remains an 

enduring image of, and aspiration for, the popular identity created during this period. 

Alongside the athletes from outside the Iberian Peninsula, many Spanish athletes from 

other regions were stranded in Barcelona, cut off from their homes and families by the coup. 

Some found themselves in a republic that no longer existed in their hometowns, and stayed on to 

defend it.  They made use of the media to send messages home, and many ended up joining 

Catalan Militias when they found their homes and families were no longer under the same 

government as when they had left just days before. The Popular Games had aimed to create an 

international coalition around basic shared ideals. While the games never took place, the 

international brigades and the popular militia adopted something of their spirit. No more vivid 

spirit of fraternity and cooperation exists than in those early days of the Civil War, when men and 

women fought side by side in defence of a dream which was in very real peril. 

                                                        
837 Informacion Catalana  La Vanguardia 24th July 1936 pp1 

838 Orwell tells of Catalans who fought with the international Brigades rather than the Spanish Militia  
reasoning that they were no more Spanish than the other members of this global coalition. Orwell, G. 
Homage to Catalonia. Mariner Books, 1980.    
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The Sports narrative of these games was radically different from that to which we have 

become accustomed. Here sports were not, as in the rest of Europe at the time meant to be, 

sectarian activities. Activities were not divided into elite competitions and an entirely separate 

workers’ and enthusiasts sports movement, each with its exclusive agenda. The Popular Olympics 

had its roots in the CCEP’s pioneering use of sports as a way of bringing classes together rather 

than using sports to reinforce differences. The ERC used the space created by the boycott 

movement to introduce the popular sports model to people who would be inclined to appreciate it. 

The aim was to improve the health of the nation, not only through having the workers take 

exercise, but also through bridging the divides that existed within cities and nations that were 

divided, and communities that were stratified. The Popular Olympics were not about celebrating 

record performance so much as creating community.  

The Popular Olympics occupy a unique space in the history of sports, politics and 

nationalism. They subvert much of what we expect from those areas. As historians of 

nationalism, we look for binary oppositions; that is, nations are expected to define themselves in 

opposition to other nations. In sport, we look for a competition between fierce rivals, for a victor 

and a vanquished party. The Popular Olympics subverted these assumptions by placing nations 

within an international fraternity. National identity was only one of the pillars of identity that the 

Popular Front embraced, and this identity existed in cooperation with others, not in competition. 

Spain and Catalonia could co-exist in the promotion of a games which celebrated an international 

fraternity, and an autonomous Catalan identity, within a greater Popular Front.  The ERC 

government promoted a progressive, tolerant, educated identity that embraced both Catalan 

nationalism and popular internationalism and did not see these as mutually exclusive. Much like 

today’s “Europe of the nations”, the Popular Front posited an overarching identity that allowed 

the cooperative existence of smaller nations than the previous “nation-state” system. National 

lines were not so inflexible that athletes and organizers were deeply invested in proving the 
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superiority of one nation over another.  Rather, nations were seen as self-identified communities, 

between which there was the possibility of exchange, and which did not hold an exclusive claim 

on identity. One could, for instance, be simultaneously French and a member of the “Students of 

the world” team at the Popular Games. The competition was one of fraternity, with the Catalans 

welcoming foreign competitors into their homes, and some of the competitors staying to fight an 

international struggle to defend the Popular Front against fascism and reaction. The fact that all 

the participants, fans, spectators and organizers shared some element of their identity, and a basic 

commitment to “popular” physical culture and politics, allowed these games to fundamentally 

subvert the opposite messaging of the Berlin 1936 Olympiad.  

The Popular Olympics were not just a creation of the desire to boycott a Nazi Olympiad 

in Berlin. Rather they were the culmination of 5 years of building a popular sport movement in 

Catalonia. The ERC had shown a commitment to the use of sport to build cross class  identity that 

was beyond the scope of other European governments at the time. Through investment in 

infrastructure, and with the support of civil society organizations, the ERC had built a movement 

that was ready to step into the ring when the Nazi regime threatened the Olympic ideal. Through 

the continued use of popular sport to bring together different classes, the ERC and Catalan people 

came to value sport and its potential as a unifying force. Thus, the Nazi model for the Olympics 

seemed particularly offensive to those invested in popular sport.  Without the previous 5 years of 

building a popular sport movement and popular sport infrastructure the Popular Olympics would 

have been inconceivable.  

The study of the Popular Olympics of 1936 provides an insight into the ideology of the 

Popular Front and the ERC and the creation of international identities. By allowing for the 

performance of  community, the games gave a body to the idea of a Popular Front. We often 

construct political and national identities as exclusive and base them on “othering”. However, 

with the application of theories of identity which “happen” in different spheres and matter at 
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different times, we can arrive at a new, more nuanced conception of nationalism within an 

international alliance. National identities within the Popular Front were merely one identity that 

existed within a wider fraternal framework and were seen as complementary rather than 

competitive. This diverse identity was seen as something to be celebrated, safe in the knowledge 

that such identity would not undermine the international goals of the Popular Front. This 

understanding of nationalism and identity has repercussions for today’s world and today’s sport.  

Catalonia led the world in using sport to heal international and interclass conflict, and created a 

movement that it was able to spread through opposition to the Berlin games. While both Berlin 

and Barcelona would be at war soon after their respective games, we cannot doubt that the 

Barcelona games contained much less of a belligerent message than those in Berlin.
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          Epilogue/ Conclusion 

Sport and the Civil War 

Even while the war that would decide Spain’s future raged, young people across the 

nation laced up boots, donned matching uniforms, and battled nerves. These young people were 

preparing not for battle, but for competition. Despite the conflict, the sports pitches of Catalonia 

continued to be used, swimming galas were held, and every town and village hosted frequent 

football games. Where the official channels of aid and cooperation had failed to provide 

Catalonia with support from outside, the unofficial and nongovernmental ties that were built 

through sport persisted despite the privations of the Civil War. It was through these organizations 

that Catalan popular sport had grown before the Civil War, and through them that it survived 

during the conflict.  Government resources were strained by the conflict but their rhetorical 

support continued.  Just as international civil society did not abandon the Republic, so Catalan 

civil society did not abandon popular sport. For those remaining in Catalonia despite the conflict, 

the embrace of sport was not a distraction from fighting as much as a symbol of why they were 

fighting. Where labour relations had been fraught, and often resulted in open warfare in the 

streets, sporting relations remained cordial across classes.  

The popular sports movement exemplified the gains made by the Second Republic in 

Catalonia. It perfectly illustrated the attempts of those on the ERC to bring the working classes 

into the “big tent” of the Republic through cultural policy.  It also showed the progress made in 

public health, education and access to exercise. Through the ERC’s Catalan nation, these sports 

were practiced between various classes who shared an identity. A shared ideal brought people 

together across class barriers and the initiatives of civil society combined with the impulse from 

government and theory to create a uniquely Catalan national, democratic, sporting movement. As 

this vision of the Catalan future came under increasing threat, popular sport attempted to retain its 

position and allow the continued performance of Catalan cross class democratic identity. .  
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During the war, the CNB was controlled by a directing committee of its workers, which 

was loyal to the UGT.839 This committee was designed to ensure the club continued to function, 

albeit at a lower level, as most of its members left for the front. The governing committee 

instituted strict checks of membership cards in accordance with the ruling of the committee of 

anti fascist militias and asked all members to remember that their sporting interests were to be 

secondary to those of the Republic. Natació also reminded the club’s members that the support of 

the Republic was in their interest as athletes and citizens.840 During the Civil War, the club 

continued to promote sport, not only for the benefits of physical fitness but for its ability to teach 

the youth the power of mutual understanding and fair play in a time when both were being 

subjugated to the needs of the war effort.841  

By this time, the CADCI had also allied with the UGT as part of the anti-fascist coalition 

that took control of the war effort.842  This brought together the formidable membership and 

facilities of the two organizations in order to sustain popular sport during the time of conflict. Just 

as they had done in times of peace, the CNB and CADCI supported the Republic both in their 

rhetoric, in their international role and their dissemination of republican nationalist discourse. 

Through keeping its gymnasium open to the mebers of the union and affiliated organizations, 

CADCI allowed for the continuation of popular sport and thus ensured that popular Catalonia did 

not forget what it was fighting for. In the CADCI sports fields, boathouses and gymnasium there 

was a daily performance of cross class democratic Catalan identity.  

                                                        
839 “Comitè Del Control Del Club.” Natació, September 1936. 

840 "tot l'interès posat en sotmetre's incondicialment als interès de la republica que són, ara mes que mai, els 
interessos de tots nosatlres" “Comitè Del Control Del Club.” Natació, September 1936.  

841 Esquiroz, Vinceç. “Parlem - Ne.” Natació, October 1936. 

842  CADCI’s own documentation still refers to the period from 1936-1939 as “the war of aggression 
against Catalonia” 
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Through links to an international sporting community, the popular sports movement was 

able to situate Catalonia within the community of nations. The sports media saw that it could play 

an important role in this regard and took on the mantle of international relations upon itself.  

Through media relations, the Popular Front, and popular sport identities that had emerged around 

the Popular Olympics, could be maintained despite the war preventing the hosting of events or 

sending of athletes. The Magazine Sport maintained correspondence with the FSGT before and 

during the conflict. Both parties read each other’s publications and shared the political goals of 

“preparing the Catalan youth for a future which is free and happy”.843 The French FSGT noted the 

successes of the popular sport movement in Catalonia and expressed intent to replicate its 

successes north of the Pyrenees  (Figure 21). Even as the cross class nationalism of the ERC 

defended itself against a different concept of nationalism, the example of the popular sports 

movement was one that the rest of the Popular Front wished to emulate.  

Sports teams, as well as the press, were able to carry the Republican flag abroad. 

Republican colours adorned Spanish cyclists competing in the Tour de France despite the 

difficulties of supporting the cyclists and the French commitment to non-intervention. 844 Cañardo 

himself, raced in the 1937 Tour De France, taking his only stage victory in the great race despite 

the turmoil at home. The stage that Canardo won, stage 14b, went from Bourg Madame to Ax les 

Thermes, skirting the Spanish-French border and taking the peloton through an area that had 

historically been part of Catalonia845.    

Beginning in 1937, A Basque football team846 toured Eastern Europe, South America and 

France where “under the pretext of playing football we talked… and managed to really unveil the 

                                                        
843 Some of the correspondence between the FSGT and the magazine’s editorial staff is archived at the 
Unio Esportiva Sants Archive.  
844 Fallon, Lucy, and Adrian Bell. Viva La Vuelta!. Norwich: Mousehold Press, 2005. 

845 Indeed the crest of Ax les Thermes is a yellow shield with red stripes, reminiscent of the senyera.  
846 The took the name Euskadi but contained much of  what had been the Athletic Bilbao  side.  
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truth about what was happening in the Basque country.”847 Touring sides and individual athletes 

in other sports also served to maintain the Republic and its plight in the consciousness of 

democracies that had elected a non-interventionist stance. Clubs, such as the CNB, sent athletes 

to the 1937 Workers’ Olympiad in Hamburg, maintaining both political and cultural links with 

the European left.848 Relationships and networks formed through sport were able to undermine 

the political barriers put in place by non-intervention. Just as they had done in times of oppression 

before the Republic, the Catalan left turned to civil society to maintain identity when the state 

was under threat.  

 

Figure 20 Letter from the FSGT 

                                                        
847 Duke, Vic, and Liz Crolley. 2014. Football, Nationality and the State. Routledge. 
848 “Altas Y Bajas En El ‘Cuadro de Honor.’” Solidaridad Obrera, September 5, 1937 
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While the continuation of sport showed a continuation of support for the ERC’s idea of 

nation during the war, its reach was not universal. The CNB, and the movement to send 

competitors to the Workers’ Olympics that it was part of, were not without detractors. The CNT 

accused the CNB of facilitating desertion through the Workers’ Olympiad and other contests.849  

Solidaridad Obrera claimed that athletes were selected for the international workers Olympics in 

Hamburg in 1937 and then deserted the Republic once they arrived.850 These accusations seem 

difficult to corroborate given that Solidaridad Obrera lets the accused deserters remain nameless 

and that the accusations are levelled less that 4 weeks after the games. With the difficulty of 

returning to republican Spain through fascist Germany and non-interventionist France, this seems 

to be somewhat presumptuous.  The same publication seemed to resent the cross class makeup of 

the club, accusing it of being  “fascist” (presumably to the fact that it was not purely working 

class) and suggesting that some of the club’s staff members were “disposed to help in the disorder 

which was provoked by the fascist uprising” without expounding on how. It continued its critique 

by suggesting that the club had little sporting prowess to justify its elevated position in Catalan 

society and that it had failed to deliver its promised new facilities on time.851  The CNB would 

surely have responded that the construction of new leisure facilities had been delayed by the War. 

The athletes the club dispatched abroad, Soli claimed, were aces at home but at best “mediocre” 

in international competition. Allegedly some of the CNB’s swimmers trained full time in 

contravention of the rules of the workers’ games that enforced amateurism.  

Inactivity, as well as activity, came in for criticism from Solidaridad Obrera. The 

newspaper also noted that certain “suspect” organizations, such as that of lawn tennis (notably 

absent from the UCFE), were less active during the struggle against the coup. This disdain for the 

                                                        
849 “El Afan de Crear Organismos.” Solidaridad Obrera, September 2, 1937. 

850 “Altas Y Bajas En El ‘Cuadro de Honor.’” Solidaridad Obrera, September 5, 1937. 

851 “El Afan de Crear Organismos.” Solidaridad Obrera, September 2, 1937. 
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lack of activity suggests that, even in the eyes of the CNT, it had become part of being Catalan to 

support the popular sports movement.852 The fact that lawn tennis players were either fighting 

against the Republic or in hiding, shows that they were not part of the republican and Catalan 

civil society constituted by popular sport. By abstaining from playing, clubs abstained from 

performing their popular Catalan identity in the face of a threat to it from the military coup.  

Along with the CNB, the CCEP came under fire for in its leadership of the sporting 

movement. For some, the lack of exceptional record performances was objectionable. On the left, 

the CNT attacked the organization for its undemocratic structure (it’s leadership was drawn from 

various sporting organizations rather than elected) and accused it of “immoral and unpardonable 

actions” in blocking the access to international competition that the anarchist movement desired 

for itself .853  The CCEP stood accused of preventing the attendance of the workers’ Olympiad in 

Antwerp for CNT boxers, instead favouring members of the UGT affiliated fighters from 

Valencia (Catalan boxers formed a union associated with the entertainment section of the 

CNT).854 The anarchosyndicalists further accused the ”bourgeosified” organization of bolstering 

its teams with professional athletes who were not working men and violating the spirit of popular 

sport. The CNT also lamented that taking these “mediocre” athletes to events where they were 

soundly defeated was a failure on the part of the CCEP. Apparently the CNT failed to note the 

self-contradictory nature of these two criticisms.    

The CNT’s tone on sports organizations seemed to largely depend on its impression of 

the group’s class and political background. Among the other criticisms of the time, which mostly 

relate to sporting prowess, those of the CNT stand out as a general dislike for the cross class and 

                                                        
852  “Inactividad Es Sabotage.” Solidaridad Obrera, September 10, 1937. 

853 “Nada diriamos de este desdichado Comité de constitución antidemocrática, si fuera sólo inútil. Pero 
resulta que en estos últimos tiempos, el "Comité Catalán" haincurrido en parcialidades, descuidos, 
inmoralidades y manifestacones que no tienen perdón possible. “El Afan de Crear Organismos.” 
Solidaridad Obrera, September 2, 1937. 
854 Pedret, Gerard. “La Revoulció  Esportiva: El Sindicat de Boxejadors Professionals de La CNT.” Ebre 
38, December 2004. 
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nationalist stance of the club. Even once the CNT had entered into the popular government during 

the conflict, it seemed to resent the possibility that physical culture could serve to reduce the class 

conflict on which its ideology depended. In this regard, the anarchist ideologues behind 

Solidaridad Obrera diverged from the working classes who embraced popular sport. By late 

1937, the CNT seemed to have at least moderated its line, it agreed that it would be unwise to 

actively oppose sports or physical education or to stop these pursuits during the war as they 

contributed to the morale and wellbeing of both the troops and those on the home front855 

Over the duration of the Republic, the CNT's membership in Barcelona dropped by 

nearly 50% (from June 1931 to May 1936).856  Indeed, the only time the CNT was able to 

genuinely mobilize the working class in arms was when the military rose up against the people 

and the slowly simmering conflict became an overflowing Civil War. In July 1936, Companys 

acknowledged, "Today you [the anarchists] are the masters of the city and of Catalonia... You 

have conquered everything and everything is in your power."857  Ironically as they reached the 

peak of their power, the anarchists demonstrated a more nuanced understanding of the value of 

"democratic collaboration" than at any previous time and entered into an anti fascist alliance with 

the Republican left.  At least in part, this represented a victory for the popular sports movement in 

that it had engaged the anarchists enough for them to be critical of it and created a strong enough 

shared identity that the anarchists ultimately defended the Republic.  

Concluding comments 

Catalan identity underwent a profound re-imagining during the Second Republic and, as 

that period came to an end, it was ready to exhibit this to the world. The 19th of July 1936 was to 

have been the climax of the Catalan popular sporting movement and the beginning of global 

                                                        
855 “Inactividad Es Sabotage.” Solidaridad Obrera. October 9, 1937. 

856 Vega, Eulalia. “La CNT a Les Comarques Catalanes (1931–1936).” L’Avenc 34 (1981): p57. 

857 Graham, H. The Spanish Republic at War, 1936-1939. Cambridge Univ Pr, 2002 p. 218.  
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movement. The use of sport to build and construct a cross class nation was to be expanded 

beyond the Pyrenees and Catalonia was to serve as a global example of the power of sport to 

spread identity and determine the exact nature of that identity. People would come together to 

experience each other’s companionship on the pitches and in the pools the Catalans provided and 

from this shared experience a more real popular front identity would emerge.  

On the evening of the 18th,, representatives of the Catalan government, the civil society 

groups within the popular sport movement ,and volunteers from the surrounding neighbourhoods 

slept in the Montjuïc stadium as they put the last preparations in order. They planned to wake up 

early in order to prepare for the thousands of spectators who would fill the seats and the athletes 

who would march into the stadium as part of the opening ceremony of the first Popular Olympics. 

Instead they woke to a different kind of marching, that of the military coup. Under General 

Burriel, the plotters planned to take control of the city using the troops garrisoned outside. The 

troops marched down the Diagonal and other major arteries in the early dawn, having received 

orders suggesting they were marching on anarchists. As it turned out, those troops would be 

fighting anarchists, along with socialists and left republicans. It was, with supreme irony, the 

anarchists who most effectively defended Spain’s government that day. They were joined by the 

police and assault guard, who remained loyal to the Republic. Within the next 24 hours, the 

rebellion had succeeded in much of Spain, but failed in the Catalan capital. What was to have 

been the day that brought the world together in a spirit of peaceful celebration, ended up bringing 

the people of Catalonia together to fight against a coup that stood for everything they did not.  

There was a reimagining of the nation during the Second Republic that not only 

influenced how it appealed to people, but to whom it wished to appeal.  Over just a few years, the 

divisions within Catalan nationalism had reduced, and the divisions between the dominant 

conception of Catalan national identity and the conservative right of Spanish politics had grown 

wider.  The idea of the nation, and the citizens who constituted it, were healthier, more robust and 



 

    

417

stronger than they had been previously. Just half a dozen years previously, it would have been 

inconceivable that the police and the CNT would fight alongside each other, but the ties that 

bound them in 1936 were stronger than the divisions. Even if there were minor rankles between 

the groups, they stood on the same side of the barricades and shot in the same direction. This 

perception of a common basic ideal that was worth not only forgetting their differences for, but 

also worth defending with their lives, had developed over the Second Republic. Such an identity 

came, through the negotiation that occurred through shared institutions such as those of popular 

sport and physical culture. Sport played an important role in the experiences that bound people 

together and physical culture offered a terrain for the negotiation of the emerging Catalan 

identity, ensuring that it was acceptable to a broad range of classes and political groups. As this 

democratic identity emerged, sport allowed the performance of a cross class identity and physical 

community, this same performance was re enacted on the barricades in Barcelona.  

As Carolyn Boyd has argued, where the meaning of a nation cannot be agreed upon ,the 

nation itself will be unable to overcome internecine struggles and weak institutions.858 The nation 

in the democratic age is not a construct that is developed by the bourgeoisie and used exclusively 

to pacify the working classes. Rather it is something that is constructed in the places where the 

two meet and national identity is negotiated to be acceptable to all the members of the nation. In 

the era of identity politics the nation will succeed as an overarching identity when it is able to 

weave itself into other forms of the creation of identity. Physical culture offers a particular benefit 

in this regard as it can span the gap between cultural pursuits which are limited to certain classes. 

Physical culture allows members of a nation to perform and experience national unity. Once on 

the pitch or in the pool, class barriers seem less obvious and a shared mission, be it sporting or 

otherwise, seems more conceivable.  

                                                        
858 Boyd, Carolyn P. Historia Patria: Politics, History, and National Identity in Spain, 1875-1975. 
Princeton University Press, 1997.  
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The nation, once it has taken on a coherent meaning, needs to be taught to young people. 

Physical culture and sport are both affordable and enjoyable for the youth and thus well suited to 

this task. It has been argued that martial frailty impeded the growth of Spanish nationalism.859 

However, I have argued that in the case of Catalonia, a nation without a military, The shared 

struggles, victories, defeats and experiences that come through conflict were part of the popular 

sporting experience. Through an education system that encouraged young people to share a 

physical culture, and basic democratic values, the nation could be taught to young people and so 

could the means of expressing dissent within certain boundaries and accepting the rules of the 

democratic game and the boundaries of national identity.  

Once the nation, and its values, had been constituted as natural from an early age, young 

people would go on to act in accordance with this democratic national identity.  In Second 

Republic Catalonia, People could continue to act in accordance with this idea of a national 

community by participating in sporting contests and events which linked them into a national, 

cross class popular sporting movement.  This cross class conception of the nation, and its 

interests, was integral to the ERC’s philosophy and also to the stability of Catalan institutions. 

Once the nation began to conceive of its health as a shared concern, then actions such as the 

funding of sporting infrastructure and physical education made sense in terms of the national 

interest as well as sporting prowess.  

The Volta a Catalunya offers an excellent example of the value of sport in creating a 

nation. Although the sport in question was elite focused rather than a mass participation event the 

unique nature of cycling made spectating a unique and participatory experience. Cycling is a 

sport where spectators are barely separated from participants, where the race travels to the fans, 

and where the tools of the sport are a mode of transport. As such the Volta brought fans into the 

                                                        
859 Álvarez-Junco, José. Spanish Identity in the Age of Nations. Manchester University Press Manchester, 
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race in a more meaningful way than those who sat in the seats of a football stadium or around a 

boxing ring. The sport also offered a unique benefit to race organizers who had a message of 

national unity to spread. Not only could the race travel around the nation, it also made a feature of 

the places which Catalan historical self-conception was based upon upon, and draw them into a 

single thread that united these ancient sites with modern cities and citizens. Thus, the Volta 

offered a powerful vehicle for constructing national identity and creating modern Catalan heroes.  

The conscious search for a youth movement serves as evidence that sport and physical 

culture were not only a popular diversion, but very much seen as a necessary part of modern 

national movements. The use of the Sokol model provides a compelling example of the ability of 

sports to bring young people from various classes and religions together to perform unity in the 

most explicit way possible, by combining their bodies into a single mass spectacle. Standing on 

each others shoulders, and holding each others hands, the young people of Palestra and els 

Falcons provided a visual example of the cross class nation with its roots in popular sport. Each 

individual played a role, but they all contributed to a greater cross class national project.  

Sport served to bring not only classes but genders into a more empowered equality. Just 

as national identity could be performed through sport, so could gender equality. The popular sport 

movement gave a platform for the performance of both.  As democracy embraced women in the 

Second Republic, so democratic nationalism and cross class physical culture attempted to do the 

same.  Sport served to give physical evidence to the argument that women and men were equally 

capable. Furthermore, the wide reach of sport allowed this gender message to spread past the 

gender debate.  Those who had no interest in engaging with the discussion regarding gender roles 

and capabilities were brought into this discussion through sport.  Men and women who would 

never have questioned gender roles could not avoid seeing women competing and demonstrating 

their abilities on the sports field. Once they had seen this it became much harder to argue that 

women were incapable in other regards.  
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The embrace of sport by the Catalan government and people was such that it seemed 

obvious that they would use it to present themselves to the world. By 1936, the national project 

was interwoven with popular sport. As such, Catalonia had developed an infrastructure that 

allowed for it to host events for its own citizens and those of the world. When the democratic 

nations of the world began searching for an alternative to the fascist Olympiad in Berlin, it was 

Catalonia that stepped up to host an international alternative. The infrastructure, both physical 

and organizational, that these games relied upon, had been under construction since 1931. As 

such this was not a games organized on short notice, but the peak of 5 years of building a popular 

sport movement. This event, more than any other, illustrates that sports were a national project, 

that they were integral to Catalan identity by 1936 and that they were self consciously “popular” 

and opposed to the elite exclusive sports of Berlin. Catalonia wished to integrate itself into the 

popular front and to lead the world through its use of sport.  

Sport and the Catalan Future 

In 2014, Catalan independence took on a new momentum as a referendum on the issue 

was called. FC Barcelona themselves, along with individual players such as Gerard Pique and 

former coach Pep Guardiola, joined thousands of citizens and over 3,500 organizations and 

associations in supporting Catalan autonomy. Despite threats to exclude FC Barcelona from 

competition in the Spanish league, the club President, Sandro Rosell stated: “we will always be 

there for our country and for the will of its people. We defend the right to self-determination 

because that forms a part of the fundamental rights which all people and nations must have”860. 

Indeed, in a recent edition of the Copa del Rey held at the Camp Nou, Basque fans of Athletic 

Bilbao and the fans of FC Barcelona joined forces to boo the Spanish national anthem, provoking 
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a proposed change to the law by the right wing Partido Popular861 . It seems that, in some ways, 

very little has changed in the 9 decades since this occurred under Primo de Rivera. And yet the 

Catalans booing the national anthem were drawn from a wider base of classes, races and religions 

than could ever have been imagined in the 1920s. 

80 years after Catalans took to the streets for their autonomy under Companys,  they did 

so again in 2013. This time the protest was much more symbolic and peaceful  with a human 

chain holding hands around the nation, a physical performance of national unity.  This recent 

surge in energy around the national movement has led to an upsurge in membership for groups of 

Falcons and Castellers around the country. These groups today still serve to bring diverse 

migrant groups into the Catalan national community. Today, both sport and physical culture 

continue to be integral in the growth and the maintenance of Catalan identity. 

 This study also allows for comparisons to be drawn between the Catalan nation and 

others, especially where nations and states do not coincide. The nations of Flanders and Brittany 

both have their own languages and both continue to assert independence through their national 

cycle tours. All over South America, national identity is negotiated, performed and exhibited in 

football and baseball. Youth movements and physical education offer a valuable insight into the 

way nations see themselves, into who they wish to include and how they wish to build the next 

generation. Meanwhile, events such as the Olympics allow for a level of national unity and 

sentiment that overcomes the diverse identities of the 21st century. No clearer example exists than 

the British support of the London games across deeply entrenched racial, class and political 

divides and the subsequent upsurge in nationalist sentiment.862 As historians, if we ignore the 
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tools presented by physical culture for expressing and disseminating identity then we miss out on 

valuable sources for examining these identities.   

When researching this dissertation, I spent months in archives that sit underneath stadia 

and offices. Walking to those archives inevitably took me through the parts of Barcelona that 

don’t appear in tourist guidebooks. One day, while crossing the street in Sants, I was struck by a 

football. Turning around to kick it back into play I saw a young Arab girl eagerly awaiting the 

restart of the game. She controlled the ball and turned her back to dribble it away in a shirt with 

the name Fàbregas written across the back.  Walking away from the game I noticed the young 

children speaking in Catalan as they bickered over the score. While today’s migrants are more 

likely to come from Syria than Murcia, the process of assimilation has not changed. It is through 

shared experience, shared heroes, performing identity and physical empowerment that young 

people come to understand themselves as part of a cross class nation to which they all belong and 

all have equal claim.   This nation still exists today in the model of the one created in the 1930s. It 

survived decades of repression and sprung forth into Spain’s post dictatorial era from the pitches 

around the country where it had been resident throughout the time when its political 

manifestations were prohibited. The world sees Catalonia today through sport, in order to 

understand how the modern construction of Catalan identity came to be where it is, we must do 

the same.  
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