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Abstract

Research on degrowth has developed a strong conceptual vocabulary for envisioning alternatives,
centered on life-making and collective autonomy within ecological and societal limits. Looking into
the past and engaging with anarchism, we argue, can further enrich the degrowth imaginary on
transformation beyond the state. A historical approach to political ecology — where delving into the
past reclaims suppressed practices and is oriented at imagining other futures — is particularly fitting
for this task. We call for renewed attention to collectivizations during the Spanish social revolution
of 1936, whose legacy was silenced following Franco's victory in the Spanish Civil War (1936—-1939).
Drawing on a historical approach to political ecology and the conceptual vocabulary of degrowth, in
dialogue with anarchism, we zoom in on the case of tramway collectivization in the city of Barcelona,
which is also a space for radical imaginaries today. We draw on extensive archival research,
complemented by historical press and secondary sources. Tramway collectivization was an
experience of rapid worker-led ruptural transformation of transport provisioning at city scale, from
private to collectivized ownership. This experience was characterized by pursuing autonomy in
relation to tramway provisioning, work and technology, resonating with degrowth. Some changes
were rooted in longer-term worker struggles while others came as a result of adapting to the wartime
crisis between 1936 and 1939. Despite organizing beyond the state, a relationship with this institution
had to be navigated throughout. The collectivized company's changing dependency on the state
marked the limits on workers' autonomy. Overall, the case of tramway collectivization opens up
degrowth imaginaries on organization of provisioning systems and larger-scale transformations
beyond the state.
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Résumé

La recherche sur la décroissance a développé un vocabulaire conceptuel solide pour envisager des
alternatives, axées sur la création de vie et l'autonomie collective dans le respect des limites
écologiques et sociétales. Nous soutenons que le regard porté sur le passé et le dialogue avec
l'anarchisme peuvent enrichir davantage 1'imaginaire de la décroissance en matiére de transformation
au-dela de 1'Etat. Une approche historique de 1'écologie politique — ou I'exploration du passé permet
de redécouvrir des pratiques occultées et vise & imaginer d'autres avenirs — est particuliérement
adaptée a cette tiche. Nous appelons a un regain d'attention sur les collectivisations menées pendant
la révolution sociale espagnole de 1936, dont I'héritage a été réduit au silence apres la victoire de
Franco lors de la guerre civile espagnole (1936—-1939). En nous appuyant sur une approche historique
de I'écologie politique et sur le vocabulaire conceptuel de la décroissance, en dialogue avec
I'anarchisme, nous nous intéressons de pres au cas de la collectivisation du tramway dans la ville de
Barcelone, qui est également aujourd'hui un espace d'imaginaires radicaux. Nous nous appuyons sur
des recherches archivistiques approfondies, complétées par la presse historique et des sources
secondaires. La collectivisation du tramway a constitué une expérience de transformation radicale et
rapide, menée par les travailleurs, de 1'organisation des transports a 1'échelle de la ville, passant d'une
propriété privée a une propriété collectivisée. Cette expérience s'est caractérisée par la recherche d'une
autonomie en matiere d'organisation du tramway, de travail et de technologie, en résonance avec la
décroissance. Certains changements trouvaient leur origine dans des luttes ouvricres de longue date,
tandis que d'autres résultaient de l'adaptation a la crise de guerre entre 1936 et 1939. Bien que
I'organisation se soit faite en dehors de 1'Etat, il a fallu composer avec cette institution tout au long du
processus. La dépendance croissante de la société collectivisée vis-a-vis de I'Etat a marqué les limites
de 'autonomie des travailleurs. Dans I'ensemble, le cas de la collectivisation des tramways ouvre des
perspectives de décroissance sur l'organisation des systémes de services et sur des transformations a
plus grande échelle, au-dela de I'Etat.

Mots-clés: écologie politique historique, anarchisme, décroissance, collectivisation, guerre civile
espagnole

Resumen

La investigacion sobre el decrecimiento ha desarrollado un sélido vocabulario conceptual para
imaginar alternativas, centrado en la reproduccion de la vida y la autonomia colectiva dentro de
limites ecoldgicos y sociales. En este articulo argumentamos que mirar al pasado y dialogar con el
anarquismo puede enriquecer el imaginario decrecentista sobre las transformaciones mas alla del
Estado. Un enfoque historico de la ecologia politica — en el que indagar en el pasado permite recuperar
practicas silenciadas y se orienta a imaginar otros futuros — resulta especialmente adecuado para esta
tarea. Defendemos una renovada atencion a las colectivizaciones durante la revolucion social de 1936,
cuyo legado fue silenciado tras la victoria de Franco en la Guerra Civil espaiiola (1936-1939). Desde
un enfoque histérico de la ecologia politica y a partir del vocabulario conceptual del decrecimiento,
en diadlogo con el anarquismo, analizamos el caso de la colectivizacion del servicio tranviario en la
ciudad de Barcelona. Nos apoyamos en una amplia investigacion archivistica, complementada con
prensa historica y fuentes secundarias. La colectivizacion fue una experiencia de transformacion
rupturista y répida del sistema de transporte a escala urbana. Liderada por los trabajadores, esta
transformacion supuso el paso de la propiedad privada a la propiedad colectivizada. Esta experiencia
se caracterizo por la busqueda de autonomia en relacion con la provision del transporte tranviario, el
trabajo y la tecnologia, en sintonia con los planteamientos del decrecimiento. Algunos cambios tenian
sus raices en luchas obreras de largo recorrido, mientras que otros surgieron como resultado de la
adaptacion a la crisis bélica entre 1936 y 1939. A pesar de organizarse mas alla del Estado, la
colectivizacion tuvo que ir redefiniendo su relacion con esta institucion a lo largo de la guerra. La
cambiante dependencia de la empresa colectivizada respecto del Estado marcé los limites de la
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autonomia de los trabajadores. En conjunto, el caso de la colectivizacion del servicio tranviario amplia
los imaginarios del decrecimiento sobre la organizacion de los sistemas de provision y las
transformaciones a gran escala mas alla del Estado.

Palabras clave: ecologia politica historica, anarquismo, decrecimiento, colectivizacion, Guerra Civil
espaiiola

Resum

La recerca sobre el decreixement ha desenvolupat un vocabulari conceptual solid per imaginar
alternatives, centrat en la reproduccid de la vida i I'autonomia col-lectiva dins de limits ecologics i
socials. En aquest article argumentem que mirar cap al passat i dialogar amb 1'anarquisme pot enriquir
l'imaginari decreixentista sobre les transformacions més enlla de 1'Estat. Un enfocament historic de
l'ecologia politica — en que indagar en el passat permet recuperar practiques silenciades i s'orienta a
imaginar altres futurs — resulta especialment adequat per a aquesta tasca. Defensem una atenciod
renovada a les col-lectivitzacions durant la revolucid social de 1936, el llegat de les quals va ser
silenciat després de la victoria de Franco en la Guerra Civil espanyola (1936-1939). Des d'un
enfocament historic de 1'ecologia politica i a partir del vocabulari conceptual del decreixement, en
dialeg amb l'anarquisme, analitzem el cas de la col-lectivitzacié del servei tramviari a la ciutat de
Barcelona. Ens basem en una amplia recerca arxivistica, complementada amb premsa historica i fonts
secundaries. La col-lectivitzacidé va ser una experiéncia de transformacid rupturista i rapida del
sistema de transport a escala urbana. Liderada pels treballadors, aquesta transformacid va suposar el
pas de la propietat privada a la propietat col-lectivitzada. Aquesta experiéncia es va caracteritzar per
la cerca d'autonomia en relacié amb la provisio del transport tramviari, el treball i la tecnologia, en
sintonia amb els plantejaments del decreixement. Alguns canvis tenien les seves arrels en lluites
obreres de llarg recorregut, mentre que d'altres van sorgir com a resultat de 1'adaptacid a la crisi
bel-lica entre 1936 1 1939. Tot i organitzar-se més enlla de I'Estat, la col-lectivitzacié va haver d'anar
redefinint la seva relacié amb aquesta institucié al llarg de la guerra. La dependéncia canviant de
I'empresa col-lectivitzada respecte de 1'Estat va marcar els limits de I'autonomia dels treballadors. En
conjunt, el cas de la col-lectivitzacio del servei tramviari amplia els imaginaris del decreixement sobre
l'organitzacio dels sistemes de provisio i les transformacions a gran escala més enlla de I'Estat.

Paraules clau: ecologia politica historica, anarquisme, decreixement, col-lectivitzacio, Guerra Civil
espanyola

1. Introduction

In response to the socio-ecological crisis of global scale, there has been a rising discussion on
degrowth —"a process of political and social transformation that reduces a society's material and
energy use while improving the quality of life" (Demaria et al., 2019: 431). Degrowth offers not only
a critique of the imperative of economic growth, but also "an alternative vision for societies, centered
on life-making, ecological sustainability and social justice" (Kallis ef al., 2015; Schulken et al., 2022:
11), shaped by care-full relationships between people and the spaces they inhabit (Paulson, 2017,
2020). Inherently future-oriented, degrowth "imagines a future of process and conflict, not a blissful
end state; it subverts the hegemonic desires on which capitalism rests; it brings the past into the
present and into the production of the future" (Kallis & March, 2015b: 366). However, the temporality
of degrowth research has so far been mostly oriented at the present.

Adopting a historical approach to political ecology (Davis, 2015, 2024), we argue that looking
into the past can enrich alternatives within degrowth and help us "imagine futures otherwise" (Davis,
2024: 99). Specifically, we turn to practices of the past that can be a "fertile ground for transformative
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change" (Munoz-Sueiro & Kallis, 2024: 966). We call for renewed attention to collectivizations
during the Spanish social revolution of 1936, which have been highlighted as one of the great legacies
of anarchism (Bookchin, 1976/1998; Springer, 2013), and focus on the case of Barcelona, a city that
is also a "fertile soil" for radical spatial imaginaries today (Asara, 2024; Matheney et al, 2024;
Sekulova et al., 2019). While recent research has witnessed a rising interest in histories of anarchism
and revolution attentive to environmental perspectives (Camps-Calvet et al., 2021; Ferretti et al.,
2017; Gorostiza et al., 2013), a "political ecology of the 1936 revolution is still to be written"
(Gorostiza, 2023: 5).

In this article, we engage with historical political ecology through the lens of degrowth.
Exploring the connection between degrowth and anarchism through a historical case study, we argue,
helps to open up the (social) imaginary — the "shared collective imagination distilled in specific
institutions, which operates as the 'glue' that holds a society together" (Varvarousis, 2019: 499).
Adopting a historical approach, we discuss anarchist collectivization through a conceptual vocabulary
of degrowth whilst also showing that anarchism can foster the degrowth imaginary of alternatives
and transformation beyond the state. Our focus is on examining a rapid anarchist-led transformation
in Barcelona during the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939).

During this period multiple sectors of the economy — such as industry, agriculture, water supply
and the urban transport system — were collectivized (managed by their own workers), enabling
alternative imaginaries (Amsden, 1978; Balcells, 2015, 2017; Camps-Calvet et al., 2021; Castells,
1993; Gorostiza et al., 2013; Leval, 1977). This experience "demonstrated to the world that anarchism
could work in practice, and the Spanish case is still invoked by anarchists as one of the movement's
most successful moments" (Springer 2013: 51; see also Ealham, 2005). However, in the aftermath of
the revolution's violent defeat and the Francoist victory in the Spanish Civil War, the dictatorship
sought not only to prosecute and eliminate its protagonists but also to erase the memory of their
accomplishments. Through censorship, propaganda and the rewriting of history, it aimed to suppress
the very imaginaries that had made such radical transformation possible.

Today, the "legendary Barcelona, the city where another world had been, and could still be,
possible" (Kallis, 2023: 83) is a key space for and a common reference in degrowth research, yet its
connection to the city's anarchist tradition often remains implicit (Gorostiza, 2023). Engaging with
Barcelona's radical history can therefore help to ground "current degrowth debates within their
historical-geographical context" (Kaika ef al., 2023: 1191). Tracing the city's anarchist past, however,
requires following the documentary trail left by both Francoist persecution and anarchist attempts to
safeguard their archival collections and prevent their use for repression. Examining the political
ecologies of the 1936 revolution — from urban water management to food production and public
transport — thus calls for a historical approach.

Political ecology has been strongly informed by historical research since its emergence in the
1970s (Davis, 2015, 2024). As Erik Swyngedouw puts it, "good political ecology cannot be other
than historical", since the field excavates the production of socio-ecological relations, which requires
tracing how power, knowledge, and material processes have been shaped over time (Gorostiza, 2015;
Swyngedouw, 2015). Historical political ecology investigates how environmental narratives and
scientific claims often carry colonial or authoritarian legacies that continue to structure environmental
governance today (Davis, 2015, 2024). In its commitment to "relate [its] research to contemporary
situations" (Davis, 2009: 285), historical political ecology is also about reclaiming knowledges and
practices that were violently silenced, dismissed, or considered unscientific. Revisiting Barcelona's
anarchist collectivization through a historical political ecology approach is thus not only about
reconstructing the past but also reclaiming suppressed imaginaries that can inform degrowth.
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In this article, we examine the collectivization of Barcelona's tramways. While the
collectivization of transport has been highlighted as an important achievement of the anarchist
revolution (Leval, 1977), tramway management between 1936 and 1939 was portrayed in books
published during the dictatorship as naive and inexperienced at best, and chaotic, negligent or even
criminal at worst (Del Castillo & Riu, 1960). These accounts were first challenged by Walter Tauber
(1977, 1980), who gained access to primary sources on the tramway collectivization produced by the
company. We draw on the documents from the Contemporary Municipal Archive of Barcelona (Arxiu
Municipal Contemporani de Barcelona, AMCB) and the Archive of the Barcelona Metropolitan
Transport Foundation (Arxiu Fundaci6 Transports Metropolitans de Barcelona, AFTMB). We located
key additional records at the International Institute for Social History (Amsterdam), where the
anarcho-syndicalist union Confederacion Nacional del Trabajo (CNT) managed to transfer a
significant part of its archives after the Spanish Civil War. We complement these sources with
memoirs, news pieces, and public announcements published in Solidaridad Obrera and La
Vanguardia between 1936 and 1939.

The article proceeds as follows. First, we explore intersections between anarchism and
degrowth, also in the context of Barcelona's past and present. Second, we show that degrowth
provides a helpful conceptual vocabulary for envisioning alternatives, but also argue that anarchism
can contribute to enriching the degrowth imaginary of transformation beyond the state. Looking into
the past, we argue, can help to open alternative imaginaries, which is why we adopt a historical
approach to political ecology. Next, we engage with collectivization of tramways in Barcelona during
the Spanish Civil War, with public transport being an important element of urban social metabolism.
We then discuss this case of city-scale transformation of a public good beyond the state, through a
historical approach to political ecology whilst drawing on the degrowth vocabulary for alternatives.
The article concludes by articulating how this approach and the insights from a historical case open
degrowth imaginaries on public provisioning and transformation beyond the state.

2. Degrowth and anarchism (in Barcelona) — pursuing autonomy

As pointed out by Toro (2021: 197), "[a]narchism and de-growth are two utopias with many
meeting points, so they are 'condemned' to understand each other." Both are often misunderstood
— sometimes intentionally — portraying anarchism as chaos and degrowth as economic decline rather
than nuanced bodies of thought for reorganizing our societies. Degrowth as an academic-activist
movement has been said to be "...conspicuously inspired by an anarchist subculture and tradition"
(Asara, 2022: 96), but it is only recently that the two have been brought together explicitly in a special
issue on the topic (Dunlap & Becker, 2025). There has also been a recognition of and some
engagement with anarchist thinkers in degrowth research, from the founders of anarchist geographies
Elisée Reclus and Piotr Kropotkin, to John Africa and Murray Bookchin (e.g. Chertkovskaya, 2019;
Ferretti et al., 2017; Fiscella, 2023; Toro, 2017, 2021).

The social ecology of Murray Bookchin — who explicitly critiqued the "grow or die" logic of
economies (Bookchin, 1993) — has been seen as particularly connected to degrowth thinking (Toro,
2021) and drawn on in envisioning degrowth alternatives (Chertkovskaya, 2022b; Vansintjan, 2018).
His model of democratic confederalism is an important inspiration for thinking of governance at a
larger scale beyond the state, and for practices in the territory of Rojava (Gerber & Brincat, 2018),
which has also informed degrowth-related research (Piccardi & Barca, 2022). Bookchin (1976/1998),
in turn, like other anarchists and anarchist geographers — Emma Goldman, Sam Dolgoff, Myrna
Breitbart — was inspired by anarchism in Spain from the late 19th century into the 1930s. Similarly,
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the proto-environmentalist ideas of Iberian anarchism since the late 19th century can be connected to
contemporary research on degrowth in Barcelona (Gorostiza, 2023) —a key hub for international
degrowth scholarship and practice.

Research on degrowth in Barcelona emerged within what has recently been called The
Barcelona School of Ecological Economics and Political Ecology — a school of thought shaped by
Joan Martinez Alier, who is known for anarchist sympathies (Villamayor-Tomas & Muradian, 2023).
Degrowth has been informed by some of the school's core topics — such as energy costs of producing
energy, ecological distribution conflicts and problematization of economic valuation (Kallis, 2023).
The connection to anarchism, in turn, can be traced through the work of Eduard Masjuan (Gorostiza,
2023). Supervised by Joan Martinez Alier, Masjuan's thesis (2000) addressed the stance of Iberian
anarchists on population growth and their bottom-up initiatives for conscious procreation. This has
influenced degrowth debates on collectively defined self-limitation, putting it in sharp opposition to
Malthus's views (Brand et al., 2021; Kallis & March, 2015a, 2015b; Kallis, 2019; Martinez-Alier,
2015).

Degrowth researchers have also acknowledged how contemporary cooperative, squatting and
square occupation movements (e.g. Cooperativa Integral Catalana, Can Masdeu and 15-M) have been
inspired by anarchist collectives and workers' organizations before and during the Spanish Civil War
(Cattaneo, 2023; Cattaneo & Gavalda, 2010; Kallis & March, 2015a). However, this connection to
anarchist experiences has not been studied in depth, and has not always been explicit, leading to a
critique that some practices advocated in degrowth research come across as "repackaged anarchism",
without using the word (Dunlap, 2021: 401). Similarly, an in-depth investigation of anarchist
experiences from the past and their present-day continuities is yet to take place. These absences in
degrowth research resonate with a recent call for "[h]istoricising spatial degrowth experiments", in
view of their potential to "curtail tendencies to re-invent the wheel" and "offer inspiration and know-
how for the future" (Kaika et al., 2023: 1193). At the same time, maintaining a critical engagement
with past experiences, studying their tensions and contradictions, is crucial to enable informed action
for the future that is also stripped of unnecessary romanticization.

Both anarchism and degrowth formulate a radical reorientation of societies, towards mutual
aid, cooperation and non-hierarchical relations, which is to be brought through direct democratic
practices and collective self-organizing (Asara et al., 2013; Chertkovskaya, 2022b; Kallis et al., 2020;
Toro, 2021). Autonomy is a core concept for degrowth, largely based on the work of Cornelius
Castoriadis, complemented by André Gorz and Ivan Illich in relation to work and technology,
respectively, and more recently, by Len Doyal and Ian Gough in relation to human needs (Asara et
al.,2013; Brand ef al., 2021; Kallis et al., 2015; Paulsson et al., 2025; Savini, 2021, 2022). It implies
"self-management, self-government, self-institution", and "another way of life, other needs, other
orientation for human life" (Castoriadis, 1997: 250, cited in Asara et al., 2013: 236). Freedom is a
core value in anarchist thought (Franks et al., 2018), with Bookchin (1995) having understood it as
necessarily social rather than individual, resonating with the conceptualization of autonomy in
Castoriadis (Curtis, 1999; Tarinski, 2016) and degrowth. Moreover, in degrowth research autonomy
has been highlighted as a core concept for regional self-determination, which, unlike other
regionalisms, does not "subordinate biophysical and ecological elements to economic goals",
resonating with the concept of bioregionalism that has been inspired by Bookchin (Bookchin, 1992;
Savini, 2021: 1086).

Discussions in degrowth and anarchism now emphasize the importance of feminist, anti-
colonial and decolonial approaches, aware of their origins among largely white male thinkers from
the global north and blindspots arising from this (e.g. Dunlap & Becker, 2025; Dunlap, 2022; Ferretti,
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2024; Gregoratti & Raphael, 2019; Hickel, 2021; Nirmal & Rocheleau, 2019). Specifically in relation
to autonomy, degrowth discussions have been enriched through emphasizing pathways to autonomy
from territories such as the Zapatista, Attappady and Rojava (Nirmal & Rocheleau, 2019; Otto, 2017;
Piccardi & Barca, 2019).

While economy and ecology remain largely adjacent and peripheral concepts for anarchism
(Franks et al., 2018), for degrowth they are core elements. The pursuit of autonomy in degrowth is
positioned within the environmental crisis and the need for reduction of societies' biophysical
throughput, which implies that autonomy necessarily involves collectively defined self-limitation,
and, in pursuing justice, is cautious about wellbeing for some not coming at the expense of other
societies or people (Kallis, 2019; Paulsson et al., 2025). "[AJutonomy implies liberation from the
heteronomous, pervasive logic of unfettered expansion and acceleration that characterizes modern,
capitalistic societies, and it offers the possibility of collectively and democratically establishing rules
that ensure social freedom and the conditions for a collective good life" (Brand ef al., 2021: 265). In
line with this thinking, degrowth has produced a nuanced vocabulary for envisioning alternatives.

3. Envisioning alternatives beyond the state

Transforming the economy in line with degrowth is necessarily 'politico-metabolic' (Akbulut
et al.,2019) and can be characterized by pursuing autonomy within planetary and societal boundaries,
involving redistribution from the rich to all, from the global north to the global south, from capitalist
enterprises to collectives and communities (Asara et al., 2013; Brand et al., 2021; Kallis, 2019;
Paulsson et al., 2025). Overall, degrowth envisions reorganization of the economy to ensure just and
sustainable support of life and livelihoods (Chertkovskaya & Paulsson, 2021). Oriented at sufficiency
and satisfaction of basic needs, economic activity would use less energy and materials, and be
accompanied by decommodification, de-marketization and relocalization (Chertkovskaya, 2022b;
Kallis, 2018). People within their local contexts would collectively deliberate on their needs and
implications of their decisions for others (Asara et al., 2013; Brand et al., 2021). Degrowth is
characterized by nomadic utopianism — continuous critical (self-)reflection, being sensitive to and
ready to act upon potential closures, exclusions and hierarchies, whilst also open to new and different
visions (Barca ef al., 2019; Varvarousis et al., 2024; see also Kallis & March, 2015b).

Collective forms of ownership by workers and communities, and a not-for-profit orientation,
are most suitable for organizing the economy in line with the principle of autonomy (Chertkovskaya
and Paulsson, 2021; Hinton, 2020; Kallis, 2018). Autonomy needs to be maintained through non-
hierarchical organizational structures and processes internally, and involvement in networks
externally (Savini, 2022). Collective ownership fosters autonomy in relation to work, making it closer
to anarchist principles (Chertkovskaya & Stoborod, 2018). It is likely to lead to both the liberation of
work and liberation from work (Barca, 2019). Workers themselves decide on the purpose, pace and
organizing of their work, and can, for example, choose to work less or engage in work-sharing. With
work organized in less hierarchical ways, divisions of labor are also likely to loosen, with socially
necessary work shared more equally, and more people experiencing the wholeness of work. Similarly,
collective forms of ownership can help reorganize technology and infrastructure on the principles of
autonomy, making them more convivial — possible to maintain and repair with simple tools (Illich,
1973).

The degrowth imaginary, however, comes with tensions. Most examples of alternatives in
degrowth literature operate locally, whilst aiming at large-scale transformation (Kridhmer, 2022;
Mocca, 2020). As with anarchism, there is a lot of emphasis on prefigurative politics — enacting
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alternative futures in the present (Dunlap & Becker, 2025). However, this would not bring about
transformation on its own, requiring also popularization and pressure (Meissner, 2021) and
intervention into the very structure and various institutions of society.

This brings us to another related tension, which concerns the role of the state in transformation,
with different responses from those with Marxist or anarchist leanings (Asara, 2022; Toro, 2021).
Despite the emphasis on grassroots alternatives, degrowth literature has referred to states as agents
that have the capacity to implement changes at larger scales — for example, by introducing universal
basic income or absolute caps on greenhouse gas emissions (Cosme et al., 2019). Researchers
drawing on Marxist perspectives have theorized how transformative state action can be driven by
civil society. The state has been understood not only as the state apparatus, but also as its public
institutions (like universities), which are likely to be more prone to bottom-up collective pressure
(D'Alisa, 2019). The state can also acquire a "steering" rather than authoritarian role, with decision-
making power taking place mostly within local contexts (Koch, 2020).

These responses are a combination of interstitial and symbiotic modes of transformation
(Wright, 2010), as often envisioned in degrowth research (Barlow et al., 2022). However, states have
been interdependent with capitalism, pursuing growth and perpetuating domination (Toro, 2021). For
example, in the case of Turkey, Bengi Akbulut (2019: 513, 522) has shown how "...the notion of
economic growth is deeply imprinted in the broader practices of the state to legitimize its existence
and dominates the social imaginary", which suggests that "challenging (the imaginary of) growth
implies challenging the state"). Envisioning transformation beyond the state is needed in degrowth
research. Attention should fall on ruptural as well as interstitial modes of transformation. Ruptures
include revolutions, but also seizures of power from the state or dominant economic actors bound by
time and space, such as blockades, and factory and land occupations (Chertkovskaya, 2022a). They
include more combative political action conducted by anarchists (Dunlap, 2021). There has been no
shortage of attention to such combative efforts towards transformation in anarchist political ecology,
which problematizes the state "as a structure of political and socioecological conquest" (Dunlap,
2023: 2; see also Dunlap, 2022; Springer, 2012). In this article, we are interested in examples of
transformation beyond the state, while remaining alert to the relationship with the state. Even in
revolutionary times, this institution remains present — through control of infrastructures, geographical
borders, laws and regulations, and enforcement, including through coercion.

Collectivizations that took place during the Spanish social revolution of 1936 are a historical
example of ruptural transformation that involved a rapid change from private to collectivized
ownership, with a fundamental change in the relationship with the state. They occurred in Catalonia,
Aragon, Andalusia and Valencia, at a scale that is hard to imagine today. For example, in Catalonia,
within a few days, 70% of the industry and commercial sector were seized by workers, in urban and
rural locations, including the provisioning of food, water and public transport (Amsden, 1978;
Balcells, 2017; Castells, 1993; Leval, 1977). Engaging with such experiences, we argue, can
contribute to opening up the degrowth imaginary on alternatives and on transformation beyond the
state.

A historical political ecology approach studies past experiences like these anarchist
collectivizations in a nuanced way, reclaiming suppressed knowledges and practices without
romanticizing them. Their history was suppressed in the aftermath of the revolution, in the narratives
produced during the dictatorship that followed, but was also downplayed in historical accounts
sympathetic with communist perspectives (Bernecker 1992; Cattini & Santacana, 2002). At the same
time, collectives have also been portrayed as almost paradisiac in some historical accounts
sympathetic with anarchism (Cattini & Santacana, 2002; Casanova, 2005). A historical political
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ecology of the collectivization process allows "bringing inspiring elements from the past to the
present imagination of desirable futures" (Munoz-Sueiro & Kallis, 2024: 966), whilst not shying away
from their tensions and contradictions. We adopt this approach to study the case of tramway
collectivization in Barcelona, to which we now turn.

4. Collectivizing tramways in Barcelona (1936-1939)

Like other European and American cities during the first third of the 20" century, Barcelona's
transport network expanded throughout the interwar years, when the city's population nearly doubled.
In the early 1930s, the tram network consisted of 200 kilometers of rails with nearly 70 operating
lines (Gonzalez Masip, 1992). Introduced in the last decades of the 19th century and electrified since
1899, trams soon became the most important mode of transportation. However, this privately-run
tram network was more easily accessed from affluent neighborhoods, which in 1910 used trams more
than twice as much as workers. By the 1930s, more qualified workers used trams regularly, but lines
did not reach the city peripheries — or did so at a considerably higher ticket prices. The tariffs, which
charged extra for longer trips and included a night supplement, made trams a luxury for working-
class families residing in cheaper city suburbs (Oyon, 2008).

Struggles for dignified transportation and housing became inextricably linked. The
establishment of a democratic and republican regime in 1931, following the dictatorship of Primo de
Rivera (1923-1931), led to the legalization of numerous labor organizations and was accompanied
by hope and social mobilization. During the summer of 1931, housing protests culminated in the so-
called rent strike, supported by the anarcho-syndicalist union CNT, which demanded a 50% reduction
in rents, and housing improvements (Ealham, 2005). In the city outskirts, where this mobilization was
particularly strong, the rent strike coordination committees also demanded "an affordable
communication service with the city" (Oyon, 2008: 428).

Tram tariffs were key. Urban transport was regarded as "slow, expensive and dirty" (Oyén,
2008: 427). Lack of maintenance of the network contributed to accidents, which caused working-
class neighborhood protests (Alari et al., 2016). The tram company, which employed around 3,000
workers by the mid-1930s, was criticized for corruption and exploitation. Its workers organized
several ferocious strikes between 1931 and 1936 with the support of the CNT Transport Union
(Balcells, 2015; Gonzalez Masip, 1993; Oyon, 2008). At the regional and municipal level, the
political forces of the moderate left opened the way for municipalization of services such as water
and energy supply, as well as public transport, with a law approved by the Catalan parliament in 1934
(Bricall, 1970).

On 19 July 1936, military units in Barcelona joined the fascist-backed coup d'état launched
against the Spanish Republic by rebel army officers across the country. As troops left their barracks
and occupied the city streets, they encountered resistance from Republican governmental security
forces and workers' unions, including the CNT Transport Union. Barricades sprouted throughout the
city and, after two days of fighting, the military coup in Barcelona was defeated, largely through
workers' mobilization. This victory was followed by a profound transformation of the city's economic
and social life. The tram service was suspended until 24 July 1936, when a workers' committee seized
the tram company.? The committee called for workers to return to their jobs, and hastened to restore
tram services in the city, fixing tracks and overhead wires damaged during the combat. The company
takeover was also marked with the public burning of its social archive, which included detailed

2 "Acta de Incautacion," 24 July 1936. 73906, AMCB.
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information about workers' political activities. Before the end of July, trams were circulating again in
Barcelona. In the following weeks, they appeared painted red and black, showing the CNT acronym
and becoming a moving symbol of the revolution (Tauber, 1977) (Image 1).

Image 1: A tram displaying CNT initials in Placa de Catalunya, Barcelona, 1936.
Source: CNT collection, International Institute of Social History, [ISG BG A38/618.

Improving tramway service and worker wellbeing

When the tram service in Barcelona was restored, workers took the decision to unify all tram
companies under Tranvias de Barcelona, S.A., which had bought the formerly Belgian and German
company Les Tramways de Barcelone during the 1920s. While the parent company owned the most
shares of other companies, each operated separately before the war. By unifying them, the workers
simplified administration, aiming to provide a service focused on people's needs.® The same happened
with the collectivized water company, which absorbed smaller companies as a first step toward
reorganizing and offering a more equitable service (Gorostiza et al., 2013).

Under workers' self-management, four decision-making organs were established for the tram
company: the general assembly, the workers' control committee, the section committees, and the

3 "Acta de concierto y unificacion de las Compaiifas de Tranvias," 30 July 1936. 73906, AMCB.
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union committee. The general assembly was the foundation of the organizational structure, addressing
general issues concerning all workers. It elected a workers' control committee that directed the
company, handling management tasks such as building maintenance, statistics, technical services,
logistics, accounting, and coordination with the section committees. Committees of five delegates
were elected for each of the five technological sections (repairs, cables, garages, rails, and tram
maintenance). The CNT Transport Union played a coordinating role. In Barcelona, it managed the
city's public transport, including the tramway, metro, bus and funicular networks (Image 2). Across
Republican territory, different transport unions federated in an effort to coordinate railway and
maritime transport during the war (Tauber, 1977).

By suppressing all salaries and expenses associated with the companies' board of directors,
shareholder returns, and cancelling free passes for state security forces, the worker-led management
aimed at rationalizing the tram services while improving the wellbeing of workers. Following
petitions from different neighborhoods, some lines were extended and services improved (Tauber,
1977). Central to their vision of a more equitable and affordable tram service, they eliminated the
night supplementary fee (La Vanguardia, 1936a; Solidaridad Obrera, 1936a). Price reductions on
certain tram lines followed in December, but the plan to unify the price — designed to benefit those
who had to travel longer distances to their jobs — could not be implemented until 1938 (La
Vanguardia, 1936b; Tauber, 1977).

Key welfare reforms aimed at improving workers' wellbeing were approved by the first
assembly of tram workers on 11 August 1936. Salaries were increased in varying proportions, with a
focus on those earning lower wages, while those in higher administrative or engineering positions
saw no increase. The retirement age was lowered to 60 years, and incapacitated workers were granted
retirement with a similar salary. Sick leave was established to cover the full salary for up to one year,
after which sick workers would retire.* In addition, several projects to improve the workers' wellbeing
and their working conditions were launched. Medical service was extended to all workers and their
families, while a clinic was requisitioned. Between 1936 and 1937, showers, washbasins and medical
rooms were installed in the company's workshops and buildings — a reform common in many
collectivized companies’ (Gorostiza et al., 2013; Leval, 1977). Later in the war, when fascist bombers
started targeting Barcelona, the collectivized company sought to protect its workers by constructing
air raid shelters at several of their facilities, which involved a significant investment.®

4 "Acta de la Asamblea General Extraordinaria de la Seccién Tranvias, del Sindicato Unico del Ramo del
Transporte, celebrada en el Teatro Espafiol el 11 de agosto de 1936," 12 August 1936. 73906, AMCB;
"Acuerdos Recaidos en la Asamblea General celebrada el dia 11 del actual y por los cuales se han de regir todos
los trabajadores de Tranvias," 15 August 1936. 73906, AMCB.

5 "Memoria que somete a la Asamblea el Comité Obrero de Control, relativa a su gestion," 11 December 1937.
74096. AMCB.

¢ See exchange of letters between TBCN and Aigiies de Barcelona Empresa Col-lectivitzada, 11 July, 22 July
and 2 August 1938. Arxiu General Aigiies de Barcelona, boxes 7377 and 7378.
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PUBLICO/
URBANCY

Image 2: Poster depicting the collectivization of urban public transport in Barcelona,
attributed to Ricard Obiols, Sindicato Unico del Ramo del Transporte (CNT), 1937.
Source: CRAI Pavell6 de la Republica, Fons Figueras, Dig-152.

The working week was reduced to 40 hours, with plans for further reductions to 30 hours. This
reform, along with hundreds of workers volunteering for the battlefront, led to a significant increase
in hiring. The worker-led management believed that, given widespread unemployment, hiring as
many workers as possible was a matter of justice (Solidaridad Obrera, 1936a). This aligned with the
vision of CNT at the Zaragoza conference, held before the war, where one of the key conclusions was
to support job-sharing, aiming for a 36-hour workweek without reducing salaries (Confederacion
Nacional del Trabajo, 1936). The workforce expansion also resulted in a greater presence of women
among tram workers, a trend that continued throughout the war and contributed to women's
empowerment. Women workers organized within the CNT and the anarchist women's organization
Mougjeres Libres to pursue education and training, while also taking up positions previously dominated
by men (Image 3) (Camps-Calvet et al., 2022; Gonzalez Masip, 1993; La Vanguardia, 1938a).
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Image 3: A woman training to operate a tram in Barcelona, 1936. Source: El Dia
Grdfico, 11 December 1936.

In addition, salary restructuring involved a transformation of workplace power relations. The
elimination of bonuses and incentives, particularly for administrative staff, together with a salary
freeze, reinforced the idea that all workers in the company were equal.” These changes flattened
hierarchies at work, but only to a certain extent; the worker-led company did not implement the
unified salary approved by the CNT Transport Union, fearing the loss of engineers and technicians
(Tauber, 1977). The company's Inspector and Surveillance Corps was dissolved and, in the broader
context of the revolutionary violence during the summer of 1936 (Ledesma, 2010), several former
inspectors and guards of the company were killed.® The worker-led management decided that
inspection tasks should be shared rotationally among the workers and assigned their coordination to

7" Acuerdos Recaidos en la Asamblea...", 15 August 1936. 73906, AMCB.

8 According to Gonzalez Masip (1993), seven former inspectors and nine former guards employed by the
company were killed between 20 July and 4 December 1936. However, they do not establish any direct
connection between these killings and the worker-led management of the company, nor does Masip provide the
original source for this information.
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the Garage Committees. Workers who failed to return to work in the weeks following the coup were
dismissed, although employees overall remained committed to their work, despite some cases of theft
or ticket reselling in the early weeks. The workers' committee took an active role in controlling sick
leaves and general discipline (La Vanguardia, 1936¢; Tauber, 1977).

Beyond the reforms advancing the tram service and improving workers' wellbeing, the worker-
led company supported the collectivized economy. During the first months of the revolution and until
May 1937, Tramvies de Barcelona (TBCN) approved contributions amounting to nearly four million
pesetas to the CNT Transport Union, including the dockworkers and other worker-led transport
companies.’ Moreover, like other collectives and local institutions, TBCN issued its own currency.
This way, the worker-run company addressed the increasing shortage of small currency — hindering
payments and change on trams — by introducing vales (vouchers) of 5, 15, and 25 cents. By the end
of 1937, they considered this measure successful, as it allowed collecting payments without
complicating the daily tram management.

Since the early stages of the war, the committee managing TBCN made efforts to ensure that
the company's workshops could produce and repair trams. New machines and tools were acquired
during 1936 and early 1937, improving the company's autonomy in multiple technical processes
(Leval, 1977; Solidaridad Obrera, 1936b; Tauber, 1977). The reuse of parts and materials was
promoted, salvaging broken trams and recovering materials from disused lines (Tauber, 1977). In
comparison to 1935, this helped to keep more trams in circulation throughout 1937, resulting in a 5%
increase in kilometers operated and a 31% rise in passengers (Gonzalez Masip, 1993). During the
first year of worker management, TBCN's total turnover increased by 29% — also in relation to each
kilometer operated. This increase is partly explained by the lack of petrol, which led to the suspension
of taxi services and limited private transport as soon as January 1937 (Leval, 1977; Tauber, 1980).
The fact that tram services ran on electricity — largely supplied by hydroelectric power plants in the
Catalan Pyrenees — granted the company autonomy from fossil fuels. Later in the war, however, this
dependence turned against the company's interests.

Navigating the state

The trajectory of collectivized companies during the Spanish Civil War was shaped by the
shifting balances of power among the leftist forces fighting against the military insurrection that came
under Francisco Franco's command. After defeating the military uprising in Barcelona in the summer
of 1936, anarcho-syndicalist organizations chose to collaborate with the rest of leftist forces,
accepting to live with the state whilst organizing collectively. In October 1936, CNT representatives
took a historical step by agreeing to join the Catalan government (Generalitat de Catalunya). A few
weeks later, the Catalan government approved the Collectivizations Decree, which aimed to provide
a legal basis for the collectivized economy. In November 1936, CNT representatives joined the
government of the Spanish Republic as ministers of Industry, Health, Justice, and Commerce.

In Catalonia, tensions between the factions represented by the moderate left (Esquerra
Republicana de Catalunya) and the Communist Party versus the CNT and the Partit Obrer
d'Unificacié Marxista (POUM) began to surface during the final months of 1936, reaching their peak
between 3 and 8 May 1937. During these days, Barcelona witnessed open combat between these
groups. The May Days of 1937 have been described as a civil war within the Republican side, marking
the decline of anarchist influence and the end of the revolutionary period. After state control was

% "Relacion de los auxilios prestados a otras empresas," 15 May, 1937. 73907. AMCB. Four million pesetas
was approximately US$130,000.
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reestablished, ministerial cabinet reforms excluded anarchists from both the Catalan and Spanish
governments. Economic policy moved toward returning some sectors to private ownership while
bringing others under state control. Nevertheless, major industrial collectives continued to be
controlled by CNT workers until the end of the war, albeit with much-diminished political support
(Balcells, 2017; Camps-Calvet et al., 2022; Castells, 1993; Gorostiza et al., 2013).

In the case of TBCN, tensions with representatives of the Catalan and municipal governments
were present from the early days of the war. Already on 21 July 1936, the Catalan government
admonished the tram workers to seize the company and resume service, adding that otherwise, they
would proceed to do so themselves. In early 1937, the CNT Transport Union rejected the
municipalization of transport in an assembly, but a few weeks later the Catalan government approved
a decree which outlined how to bring about the municipalization of public services (Bricall, 1970;
Gonzalez Masip, 1993; Tauber, 1977). In the immediate aftermath of the 1937 May Days, several
articles in the press accused the CNT of taking advantage of collectivizations and fueled rumors that
tram workers were contributing to the hoarding of increasingly scarce circulating money (Estrada-
Rius, 2020; Gonzalez Masip 1993). Representatives of the Uni6é General dels Treballadors (UGT),
following the line of the Catalan communist party, urged the municipal government to move forward
with the municipalization of transport services. CNT representatives, however, warned that they
would not cooperate, while representatives of the moderate left stated that municipalization should
be postponed if workers did not agree to it. In early June, the vote to proceed with municipalization
was rejected at the city council (Gonzalez Masip, 1993).

The workers' committee of TBCN, however, took careful note of the situation and decided to
proceed immediately with the legalization of the collectivized company, in accordance with the 1936
Collectivizations Decree. To this end, they held an extraordinary assembly in June 1937, which
elected a permanent committee, approved the company statutes and formalized their application to
the Catalan government. This decision involved accepting that the profits of the collectivized
company would now be subject to the provisions of the Collectivizations Decree: 50% would go to
the Industrial Credit Fund of Catalonia, 20% to a reserve fund, and 15% to collective social
expenditures. Only the remaining 15% would be at the disposal of the workers. In other words, the
capacity of TBCN to support other collectives was greatly reduced.

After requesting its legalization, the TBCN committee launched what it described as a
diplomatic effort "to achieve a coexistence that would strengthen our autonomy", particularly in
relation to the municipal government.'” By the end of 1937, following the payment of nearly four
million pesetas in previously unpaid taxes, the workers' committee reported improved relations with
the State Treasury, and with the Catalan and municipal governments. In addition, the collectivized
company reached an agreement with the municipality to provide free transportation for 80,000
children attending municipal schools, as well as for war veterans. Finally, negotiations with the
municipality for price unification of tram fares — an issue under discussion since 1936 — were also
underway. However, the company's application for legalization had not yet been processed by the
Catalan government, and its legal status therefore remained in limbo (Solidaridad Obrera, 1937).

Tramway provisioning under the bombs

Already in August 1936, workers' meetings reflected concern about the ongoing war. As the
control committee reminded the assembly, the fascist rebellion had not yet been defeated, and

19 "Memoria que somete...", 11 December 1937. 74096. AMCB.
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hundreds of union members were fighting at the front. Beyond any improvement in working
conditions, they noted, workers should remember that they were not employed by the old company
anymore, but for the collective.!! In November 1936, the 48-hour week was reinstated.'> During 1937,
war started to be felt directly in Barcelona through naval and aerial bombings. On 1 October 1937,
Italian air forces bombed the neighborhood of Barceloneta, causing dozens of casualties and forcing
the suspension of tram services in the area. The situation worsened throughout 1938. The impacts of
the bombings on the urban fabric severely hindered tram circulation. The destruction of overhead
lines, damage to rails, and other parts of the urban transport infrastructure required constant repairs,
while the collapse of entire blocks of buildings sometimes forced tram lines to be rerouted. Between
16 and 18 March 1938, Italian air raids on Barcelona left more than 1,000 dead and caused 42
casualties among tram workers (Image 4) (Solidaridad Obrera, 1938a).

Image 4: A destroyed tram and damaged buildings in Barcelona following an air raid,
March 1938. Source: Alamy, image ID 3BDP1N4.

"1 "Acta de la Asamblea General...", 12 August 1936. 73906, AMCB;

12 "Normas de trabajo establecidas por voluntad propia de todos los trabajadores de Tranvias de Barcelona
acordadas en Asamblea General celebrada por dichos trabajadores el dia 11 de Agosto de 1936, cuyas normas
han de ser por todos cumplidas y respetadas," 73906, AMCB.
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During the last months of 1937, TBCN sought to stockpile materials for construction, repair,
and maintenance work in anticipation of future shortages. By the end of that year, the workshops
completed the full construction of a new tram and its trailer, but most of the activity focused on
repairing and maintaining the existing ones (Tauber, 1977). However, by March 1938, the shortage
of steel and glass was openly acknowledged in the press (Solidaridad Obrera, 1938b). Maintaining
tram service under the air raids exacerbated the shortages and increased the expenses of the
collectivized company, though they managed to keep a stable number of trams in circulation until
spring 19383 (Solidaridad Obrera, 1938c¢).

The long-awaited introduction of a unified ticket for tram transportation came during a time of
crisis. Despite the rising cost of living, ticket prices had not been adjusted since the start of the war.
On April 16, 1938, TBCN announced the creation of the single fare, priced at twenty cents, which
replaced the distance-based fares ranging from 10 to 40 cents. Like the elimination of the night
supplement in 1936, this move aimed to benefit workers living in neighborhoods far from their
workplaces. The agreement between the collectivized company and the municipality included a
commitment to pay 11% of the company's monthly revenue to the council. Three months later, TBCN
announced an increase to 25 cents, justified by the rising cost of materials and increased expenses
faced by the company (Gonzalez Masip, 1993; La Vanguardia, 1938b; Leval 1977).

As the unification of tram tariffs was being implemented, Francoist troops entered Catalan
territory following the Aragon Offensive, occupying the Pyrenean hydroelectric power stations that
supplied electricity to Barcelona. This led to a significant reduction in electricity available in the city,
severely limiting industrial and wartime production (Bricall, 1970). Deprived of energy, the city's
urban metabolism had to be rearranged. Basic utility companies like Aigiies de Barcelona Empresa
Col-lectivitzada, whose pumping system relied on electricity, had to reactivate the steam engines they
kept in reserve, powered by coal, to ensure water pumping (Gorostiza et al., 2013). In the case of
TBCN, the electricity shortages forced a limitation on tram circulation to specific hours (Solidaridad
Obrera, 1938c). During the second half of 1938, the service continued with difficulties, with fewer
and increasingly crowded trams.

The rising breakdowns and infrastructure damage required dismantling less-used lines to keep
others operational and further strained the company's finances (Gonzalez Masip, 1993). Despite the
persistent demands of the TBCN committee to the Republican Government, the electricity supply
required to provide a regular service could not be secured. In December 1938, the company's
committee complained that the promised electricity supply had not materialized, warning that the
company was on the brink of ruin and suggesting that Republican authorities intended this outcome.'*
In early 1939, new fare increases were announced but could not be implemented. When fascist troops
occupied Barcelona on 26 January 1939, tram circulation, though precarious, was still functioning
(Gonzalez Masip, 1993).

According to the authors of a history of transport in Barcelona published during the
dictatorship, "[a]fter defeating chaos, reborn Spain ensured order and peace" (Del Castillo & Riu,
1960: 147). "Under red control", they claimed, the tramway network and vehicles had severely
deteriorated, portraying workers as negligent while downplaying the impact of the air raids suffered
by the city (ibid.). After 1939, the company's workforce was purged, and all those who had joined

13 "Memoria que somete...", 11 December 1937. 74096. AMCB.

14 "Reunidn sobre la situacion Empresa Colectivizada de Tranvias en Barcelona. CNT (Espafia) Archives.
79A.7.," 17 December 1938. International Institute of Social History. https://hdl.handle.net/10622/90326E1C-
E246-4535-ABFB-2A9237E198 A8?locatt=view:levell
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after the outbreak of the war were dismissed. Their positions were filled by nearly 400 Francoist ex-
combatants, war invalids and former prisoners or individuals prosecuted by Republican authorities,
who were hired in their place and expected to provide solid ideological support to the regime (Del
Castillo & Riu, 1960). For many of those involved in the company during the revolution, what
followed the occupation of Barcelona and the formal end of the war was not peace, but persecution.
Police authorities issued arrest warrants for dozens of company workers, accusing them of being the
"moral or material authors of assassinations and excesses" committed during the war (Boletin Oficial
de la Provincia de Cdceres, 1939). A systematic investigation into their trajectories lies beyond the
scope of this article, although available evidence points to cases of imprisonment and execution
following military trials. Many fled into exile in France, though during the Second World War this
offered no guarantee of safety. At least one of the members elected to TBCN permanent committee
in June 1937 — Antonio Arranz Barrio — died in 1941 in the Gusen concentration camp in Austria.'?

5. Discussion: Pursuing autonomy in crisis

Both anarchism and degrowth are usually associated with smaller-scale interstitial, localized
practices (Krdhmer, 2022; Mocca, 2018). In turn, tramway collectivization in Barcelona is a case of
worker-run public provisioning at city scale that is embedded in the regional social metabolism,
enriching degrowth discussions on autonomy (Savini, 2021). Having taken place in the context of
revolution and the Spanish Civil War, the seizure of the tramway company by the workers is a case
of ruptural transformation (Wright, 2010; Chertkovskaya, 2022). Collectivization involved the pursuit
of autonomy — in relation to tramway provisioning, work and technology. Workers reorganized to
deliver more equitable public transportation. Tramways were redistributed towards working class
people rather than the affluent. Tariff unification was a core goal to support this, lowering prices and
eliminating night supplements, particularly beneficial for people living in more distant neighborhoods
and working night shifts. Beyond tramway provisioning, the workers, until June 1937, had full
autonomy to decide how to distribute the surplus, using it to support the collectivized economy.

When it comes to work, autonomy was pursued through striving for both the liberation of, and
liberation from, work (Barca, 2019). Liberation of work was enabled through reorganizing tramway
provisioning into four decision-making organs, fostering collective decision-making. Flattening
hierarchies was also pursued through evening out salaries, rotating tasks and reducing administration.
Liberation from work was enabled through the possibility of working less, retiring earlier, with a
shorter working week and work-sharing. The latter two are popular degrowth proposals (Kallis, 2018;
see also Chertkovskaya & Stoborod, 2018). The collectivized tramway company offered a range of
welfare programs for workers and their families, though in the context of the war these were mostly
measures of relief and support in cases of disability and loss of life.

The pursuit of autonomy in relation to tramway provisioning and work was shaped by workers'
visions of an alternative economy and the values they had been pursuing as part of previous struggles.
These visions were strongly marked by the changing context of the civil war, where dealing with the
crisis created some openings but also limits to transformation (Varvarousis, 2019). For example, a
shorter working week had to be reversed, prioritizing tramway provisioning — despite the war — over
liberation from work, resonating with the ethic of collective self-limitation (Brand et al., 2021; Kallis,
2019).

15" Antonio Arranz Barrio, 1896—-1941", https://banc.memoria.gencat.cat/ca/results/deportats/2295
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Rethinking the relationship with technology unfolded together with an ongoing crisis, as the
limited availability of resources meant collection of tramway materials for reuse and repair out of
necessity, rather than a commitment to ecological sustainability. Similarly, implementing vouchers
as complementary currency was not to reduce dependency on sovereign money, often a degrowth
concern, but due to the general lack of cash. These examples show that through adapting to the crisis,
workers were finding more convivial ways of engaging with their infrastructure and tools, thus
gaining more autonomy (Illich, 1973). However, it was not possible to organize the infrastructure
fully based on the collectivized economy, which brings us to the dynamics of TBCN's relationship
with the state.

Pursuing autonomy was not only a matter of internal reorganizing of the tramway company on
anarchist principles. The state —in the form of municipal, Catalan and Spanish governments
—remained throughout the revolution, and TBCN had to engage with it and negotiate the limits of
their autonomy. This type of relationship has not appeared in degrowth literature so far (D'Alisa,
2019; Koch, 2020). Limits to autonomy shifted depending on context and the risk posed by
disengagement from the state for the collectivized company. At the beginning of the revolution,
TBCN could make fewer concessions to the state, and carried out more profound reforms (Amsden,
1978). Though the state legally sanctioned and regulated collectivization in October 1936, it was
more interested in municipalization, in which it would play a larger role. Once the state regained its
power and dependencies on it increased, a process of negotiation followed, where the limits of
autonomy in the collectivized company were agreed on, again changing according to context. The
1937 May Days were a key turning point. The workers rejected municipalization, but by agreeing to
collectivization on the state's terms, which included repaying taxes and handing over a substantial
part of TBCN's surplus. This limited its ability to support other collectivized companies. Throughout
the revolution there was some dependence on the state for access to crucial resources, but these
became more vivid when Francoist troops occupied the hydroelectric power plants in the Pyrenees,
making electricity scarce and TBCN dependent on the priorities of the Republican state authorities.
Overall, the case of tramway collectivization shows not only the exercise of autonomy, but also
navigating the shifting limits on autonomy, in relation to the changing historical-spatial context and
to the state.

Lastly, adopting a historical approach to the political ecology of tramway transport in
Barcelona during the Spanish Civil War shows how the image of collectivized management as
negligent and incompetent was constructed during the dictatorship. The persecution of workers
involved in the company's administration, briefly discussed in this article, was part and parcel of the
silencing of the collectivization experience and the suppression of the imaginaries it embodied. Works
published during the dictatorship downplayed the impact of their bombings on Barcelona and ignored
other wartime conditions that shaped the management of the collectivized company — well-
documented in archival records — such as material and electricity shortages (Del Castillo & Riu,
1960). Ironically, the official historical interpretation made by the Communist Party and authors close
to it did not differ substantially from the Francoist narrative on the anarcho-syndicalist
collectivization of the economy. It was portrayed as a social and economic calamity marked by
violence and incompetence, thus reinforcing the idea that only a strong state could ensure the
functioning of the economy and confront Franco's insurgent forces (Bernecker, 1992; Cattini &
Santacana, 2002). It was only toward the final years of the dictatorship, through Tauber's work (1977,
1980) and access to primary archival sources, that a more nuanced account of the collectivized
tramway management in wartime Barcelona began to emerge.
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6. Conclusion

This article has brought degrowth into dialogue with anarchism, arguing that both are key for
opening up imaginaries of alternative socio-ecological configurations of our societies, which are non-
authoritarian, ecologically sustainable and socially just. By adopting a historical approach to the
political ecology of anarchist collectivizations it contributes to recent calls to historicize degrowth
(Kaika et al., 2023; Muifioz-Sueiro & Kallis, 2024). In researching the collectivization of the
Barcelona tram service, we highlight the value of autonomy — the way it is understood in degrowth
literature (Asara et al., 2013; Brand et al., 2021; Kallis et al., 2015; Paulsson et al., 2025; Savini,
2021, 2022) — as core for both anarchism and degrowth. Degrowth imaginary of alternatives provides
a conceptual vocabulary that helps to orient our engagement with the past towards the present and the
future, while anarchism has a long history of real-life praxis to engage with. We have argued that
looking into the past can enrich the discussion of alternatives within degrowth and help us "imagine
futures otherwise" (Davis, 2015, 2024: 99) through historical political ecology.

Tramway collectivization during the anarchist revolution in Barcelona shows how another
mode of governing public provisioning was possible. This case has similarities with other
collectivizations of public provisioning such as water, including unification of tariffs, a more
accessible and improved service, and commitment to maintaining it despite the war (see Gorostiza et
al., 2013). Francoist erasure of collectivization history, portraying it as a failure, was a way to
foreclose alternative social imaginaries. Communist accounts reproduced similar condemnations of
the collectivizations. In recent years, renewed interest in the politics of memory can be seen in
critiques of private provisioning of public goods and calls for municipalization (e.g. Popartan &
Ungureanu, 2022). The collectivized experience, however, has remained invisible in these
discussions.

The case of tramway collectivization also opens up the imaginary of transformation in
degrowth discussions. Rapid transformation of a public provisioning system was possible at a
relatively large (i.e. city) scale (Krdhmer, 2022; Mocca, 2022). This transformation was enabled by
the workers, going beyond degrowth imaginaries of transformation associated with the state (D'Alisa,
2019; Koch, 2020). Tramway collectivization in Barcelona was a case of pursuing autonomy in
relation to tramway provisioning, work and technology, putting forward changes that resonate with
degrowth. The rapidly changing context of the civil war then opened up spaces for enacting
alternatives but also imposed limits on what was possible. In a situation of increased scarcity, workers
prioritized continuous tramway provisioning over their liberation from work, exercising collective
self-limitation (Brand ez al., 2021; Kallis, 2018). Despite organizing beyond the state, a relationship
with this institution had to be navigated throughout, and was shaped by changing dependencies during
the crisis. The most innovative changes were implemented in the earlier stages of the revolution
(Amsden, 1978), while having to gain legitimacy and access to resources from the state put limits on
TBCN's autonomy.

There are multiple directions in which deeper engagements with both anarchism and a
historical approach to political ecology can be fostered in research on degrowth. We have called for
research on degrowth to engage further with ruptural efforts towards transformation (Chertkovskaya,
2022; Dunlap, 2021), including histories of anarchism and revolution (Ferretti et al., 2017, Ferretti,
2024). Historical experiences not only show how larger-scale transformations have unfolded in the
past but also resonate with tendencies within states today. Rather than seeing glimpses of state
transformations away from growth and towards wellbeing, authoritarianism and fascism are on the
rise, waging new wars and prioritizing security concerns.
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This makes a historical political ecology approach to studying the Spanish Civil War — an
experience showcasing multiple potentialities of alternatives that was also brutally crushed — even
more important. Other experiences of collectivization during the Spanish Civil War could be engaged
with in more depth — how they were organized, which values they had, how networks of support were
built, as well as their vulnerabilities and (dis)continuities in the aftermath of the war. In turn, research
in the present could engage more with experiences of larger-scale organizing and provisioning beyond
the state in autonomous territories (Dunlap, 2017; Gerber & Brincat, 2018; Nirmal & Rocheleau,
2019, Piccardi & Barca, 2022), and the historical-geographical contexts and circumstances in which
they emerged (Kaika et al., 2023). This would further enrich our understanding of the variety of ways
in which socio-ecological transformation can come about, learning from the past, sensitive to
changing geopolitical contexts, and consistent with the nomadic utopianism of degrowth (Barca et
al., 2019, Varvarousis et al., 2024).
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