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Fernando Molina and Antonio Miguez

The origins of Mondragon: Catholic
co-operativism and social movement
in a Basque valley (1941-59)*
SOCIAL RESEARCH ON MONDRAGON
In 1972, British economist Robert Oakeshott discovered in a Parisian library an extensive
report by the Centre de Recherches Cooperatives of the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes on a little

known group of co-operatives located in the Basque city of Mondragon, Spain. Intrigued by
the report, he travelled to this entrepreneurial centre, and the results of his visit were published

in The Observer in January 1973. He defined Mondragon as an 'oasis of democracy' within
General Franco's dictatorship; the result of a singular 'alliance between the Catholic church

and technology', inspired by a priest and a group of young businessmen 'engaged in an
exciting attempt to reconcile modern industry with social justice and democracy'.
Oakeshott was impressed by the principles of the founder of this industrial co-operative

movement, Father Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta: his approach to industrial work as a context

for applying concepts of political economy, his agenda of democratic corporate self
management and his faith in the revolutionary capacity of worker education. The priest
himself, then aged 58, had the look of an elderly don, with a long face, grey hair and thick
glasses, wearing a jacket and a shirt buttoned to the top.

Oakeshott's article was reproduced in several academic publications, placing Mondragon on
the European map of business and social economy. The industrial crisis of the late 1970s and
early 1980s created interest in successful experiences that might serve as a model for industrial

restructuring strategies and economic recovery in western Europe. Studies on Mondragon
began to appear in English, examining its various social elements in the fields of economy,
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August 2008 The origins of Mondragon 285
management, anthropology and sociology, while attempting to understand the reasons behind
its financial and industrial success and explore the possibility of applying the model in other
areas and socio-economic contexts. However, academic research revealed the uniqueness of
Mondragon's co-operatives, and the difficulty of exporting this model internationally.

Mondragon's uniqueness has been attributed to three ethno-cultural factors. First, the
religiosity of the Basque people would explain how a Catholic priest could exercise leadership
over young businessmen, all of them members of the local chapter of Catholic Action. Second,

the Basque-speaking peasant culture was common to the founder and his young
entrepreneurial disciples, stemming from a communitarian orientation in rural work. The
assimilation of peasant principles into the industrial sphere facilitated the launching of this
peculiar entrepreneurial initiative. Third, some studies held that Basque nationalist feelings
underpinned the identity of these workers and particularly their top managers, transforming

their co-operative practices into an instrument of Basque nation-building during both the
dictatorship of General Franco and the subsequent democracy/

In much of the academic literature this first factor orbits around the second and third factors

as a matter of lesser interest. The latter factors are considered more interesting, and are taken
together as the expression of a certain ethnic idealism packed with romantic themes and issues

concerning the Basque people. However, this is not very useful for understanding the deep
complexity of this entrepreneurial movement, especially during its early years. In fact, the

ethno-cultural interpretation has served to de-emphasize key social factors of this
phenomenon, associating its successes 'with a certain deterministic tendency subject to
external cultural conditions'.

This academic focus on the 'cultural uniqueness' of Mondragon was critiqued in a study by a

team from Cornell University, co-ordinated by Davydd Greenwood and Jose Luis Gonzalez.
They investigated the adaptation capacity of these industrial co-operatives to the social changes

resulting from the industrial crisis in the 1980s and the integration of the weak Spanish
economy into the powerful and competitive European market. This study of the Mondragon
entrepreneurial culture followed several earlier studies begun in 1975 by Cornell sociologists.
The most important had been carried out by William Foote Whyte and Kathleen King Whyte,
focusing on the possible 'cultural preconditions' of the Mondragon phenomenon. While it

recognized elements of the organizational culture that may have come from Basque rural
traditions, these were not considered essential to its entrepreneurial success.

S. Kasmir, The Myth of Mondragon. Co
operatives, Politics and Working-class Life in a Basque

Town (Albany, NY, 1996) proposes an interpreta

tion of this co-operative effort as a supposed
instrument for entrepreneurial and class accultura
tion that is strategically identified with the social

and political agenda of the Basque Nationalist
Party; K. Bradley and A. Gelb, Co-operation at
Work (London, 1983) and G. Cheney, Values at
Work: Employee Participation Meets Market Pressures

at Mondragon (Ithaca, NY, 1999) associate the

business values of Mondragon with those that are
characteristic of Basque ethnicity.

See D. Greenwood and J. L. Gonzalez,
Industrial Democracy as Process. Participatory Action

Research in the Fagor Co-operative Group of Mon
dragon (Maastricht, 1992). This helps explain why
an economic study of the productive and labour
successes of this business model could begin with a
'Historical and organizational overview' that, after
the Introduction, centres on 'the Basque nation:
structural changes'. In it the two political-cultural
factors already mentioned are established as the
framework for the Mondragon experiment. See

also H. Thomas and C. Logan, Mondragon. An

Economic Analysis (London, 1982), 14?17.
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These sociologists explained the success of the Mondragon social and entrepreneurial
movement as an individual rather than a communitarian process. They concurred with French

sociologist Henri Desroche in highlighting the capacity of its founder and his followers to
adapt and develop universal co-operative principles and values such as freedom, democracy,
self-management and solidarity. These had been applied to an industrial culture unique to one

particular Basque province, Guipuzcoa; and to its very modern religious culture which
conceived of work as an instrument of social and spiritual liberation.
This social interpretation focuses on the individual rather than the community, emphasizing

two key aspects that explain the Mondragon experience historically: its status as a social
movement and the decisive role of its founder, Arizmendiarrieta, in leading it towards social
Catholicism and local identity. Such studies of the figure of Arizmendiarrieta tend to be quasi

hagiographic. Even so, intellectual recognition of his leadership in the genesis of Mondragon
seems to fit the facts to a greater degree than the 'culturalist' approach.

THE FORMATION OF A PRIEST WITH A SOCIAL VOCATION
Arizmendiarrieta's entrepreneurial leadership was not ethnic but social, exercised not as a
capitalist businessman but as a social movement entrepreneur. All social movements construct
collective action frames in order to create a contentious identity, and social Catholicism can be

seen as an exercise in the implementation of papal encyclicals, church propaganda and
sermons, taken as discursively elaborated realities. These gave rise to entrepreneurial initiatives

such as Mondragon, possibly the most unusual in twentieth-century Europe.
Arizmendiarrieta was born in 1915 on a farm in the Spanish-Basque town of Markina. He

studied in the Seminary of the Diocese of Vitoria, which was then the most prominent
educational centre of the Spanish Catholic church. He was educated by a brilliant generation

of intellectual priests committed to the social question and what Catholics called the
'redemption of the worker's world'. Pope Leo XIII's encyclical Rerum Novarum (1891) had
provided the practical content for the church to articulate an integral social initiative in
response to the clashes arising from the new liberal world order and the Marxist response. The
Social Code, written by Cardinal Mercier at the University of Malinas (1920), and the papal
synthesis between North American social theory,
5W. Foote Whyte and K. King Whyte, Making

focused on the political process and organizational
Mondragon. The Growth and Dynamics of the Worker

Co-operative Complex (Ithaca, NY, 1988), 270-81structures, and the European approach, which is
more interested in the question of collective
and H. Desroche, 'Preface: Mondragon, ensamble
interco-operatif non-conventionel' in Q. Garcia,identities. This synthesis is quite successful in, for

Les cooperatives industrielles de Mondragon (Paris,example,

the work of D. McAdam, J. D.

McCarthy and M. N. Zald (eds), Comparative
1970), 7?21. Along similar lines, see the more
Perspectives on Social Movements: Political Opportu
modest intellectual study of R. Morrison, We
nities, Mobilizing Structures, and Cultural Framings
Build the Road as We Travel (Philadelphia, 1991),

45-6.

6X. Itcaina, 'Catholicisme, economie identitaire

et affinites electives: les cooperatives Basques
comme groupements volontaires utopiques', Social

Compass, xlix, 3 (2002), 398.
7The concepts of 'collective action frames' and
'contentious identity', along with the dimension
of collective action itself, are the result of a

(Cambridge, 1996). For a more recent study by the
three great social movement specialists of today,
which explains some of these concepts which they
label as the 'classical agenda', along with several

new ones (although with that sociological focus
that always seems excessive to a historian), see D.

McAdam, S. Tarrow and C. Tilly, Dynamics of
Contention (Cambridge, 2001).
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August 2008 The origins of Mondragon 287
encyclical Quadragessimo Anno (1931) by Pious XI completed the triad of reference texts for
European social Catholicism in the inter-war period. A generation of students grew up around
Arizmendiarrieta in the Vitoria Seminary, which was particularly modern in social thinking
thanks to pedagogical and curriculum reform by its new chancellor, Mateo Ezkarzaga, in the

early 1930's.
Two teachers influenced Arizmendiarrieta profoundly. The first was Jose Miguel de
Barandiaran, whose modern perspective included new disciplines such as sociology and
anthropology, along with a virtuous notion of life and work that was saturated with peasant
religiosity. There was an easy affinity between student and teacher, as both shared a similar
social origin and peasant mentality. The other outstanding figure was Juan Thalamas, a priest
trained at the Saint Sulpice Seminary in Paris, one of the most important intellectual centres of

Catholicism. Thalamas was a powerful conduit for the most advanced Catholic thinking and
social doctrine, influencing the seminary students of Arizmendiarrieta's generation.
Years later, Arizmendiarrieta remembered how Thalamas introduced him to the journal
Esprit and the innovative social ideas of French Catholic philosophers, especially Jacques
Maritain and Emmanuel Mounier. Their proposals had come alive in various Catholic social
initiatives by francophone states and their entrepreneurial elites. Among their strategies to

reduce social conflict during those years of economic crisis, one that had already proven its
worth was co-operativism, which had been successfully applied in Belgium.
Arizmendiarrieta also read Euzkadi, the official newspaper of the Basque Nationalist Party,

which was dedicated to extending Christian social thinking and successful European
entrepreneurial strategies. Another of his readings on social questions was Gizarte Auzia by
the Basque priest Juan Bautista Eguzkitza. Written in Basque and intended for the Basque rural

population, this became the most influential channel for extending the modern social doctrine

of the church. Gizarte Auzia was a collection of articles that connected papal social doctrine
with the historical experience and the social reality of Basque peasantry. This allowed the
church to give local ethnic content to the international discourse of social Catholicism.11
Arizmendiarrieta also absorbed two key objectives from the numerous works of Joaquin
Azpiazu. This Basque Jesuit had unfailingly publicized social Catholicism, and was one of the
most widely read ideologues among seminary students. Azpiazu would go on to inspire the
social legislation of the Franco regime, stating that if the church wanted to (i) recover the trust

of the masses and (ii) stop the advance of communism, it needed to re-evaluate its view of
private property by recognizing its social nature and subjecting it to the common good and
higher rights, such as the right to life.
Another source of student essays and reading material during those years were the pamphlets
of the Basque Group for Christian Social Action, which had been formed in December 1931

with the objective of 'fostering a social culture among the various elements of the working
world' in the three Basque provinces of Spain. Headed by Basque 'propagandist' priests who
J. Goicoecheaundia, Antecedentes historicos del
Movimiento Sacerdotal de Vitoria (Vitoria, 1994), 141
and 151; I. Perea, El modelo de iglesia subyacente en la

pastoral del clew vasco, 1 (Bilbao, 1991), 134-7; F.
Lannon, 'A Basque challenge to the pre-Civil War
Spanish church', European History Quarterly, ix

(1979), 29-48.

F. Molina, fose Maria Arizmendiarrieta (1913
1976). Biografla (Mondragon, 2005), 98-101, 116
19.
wibid., 114 and 119.
J. B. Eguzkitza, Gizarte Auzia (Zornotza,
1935).
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supported both Basque and Spanish nationalism, it trained trade unionists and their employers

in the social doctrine of the church through an intensive programme of conferences, courses

and study groups. It also edited in Basque and Spanish numerous social tracts and pamphlets
such as the Social Code of Malinas and social pastoral letters by the Bishop of Vitoria.1
The social doctrine taught at the Vitoria Seminary was not decidedly nationalist in a Basque
or Spanish sense, but drew from both, allowing each seminary student the freedom to identify

with one or the other. The fundamental objective that brought unity to its ideological and
intellectual diversity was the common theme of transforming seminary students into the future

leaders and managers of secular Catholic movements within Catholic Action, so that they
could compete with Marxist parties and trade unions in mobilizing the working classes. Father

Azpiazu called it 'social priesthood'.
The social strategy that the professors transmitted was far from innovative - it was directly

derived from the encyclical Quadragessimo Anno. The novel aspect of their approach was the

ministerial dimension of these Basque Catholic 'propagandists'. This dimension was reinforced
in the Seminary by the Spirituality Movement for the Priesthood, begun there in 1926. Some

of the best professors belonged to this movement, including Rufino Aldabalde and Joaquin
Goicoecheaundia, both spiritual directors of Arizmendiarrieta during those years.

As this young peasant deepened in his Catholic understanding of the conflict between
labour and capital, he began to participate actively in the Spirituality Movement, which called
priests to a life of personal sacrifice for the social redemption of the Christian community. This

complemented the social leadership proposed by Catholic sociologists and became the agenda
that Arizmendiarrieta finally settled on with his most influential mentor, Rufino Aldabalde,
Spiritual Director of the Vitoria Seminary after the Civil War.

Aldabalde was a Guipuzcoan priest who had carried out a broad social project among the
miserably housed communities of Spanish workers in the agricultural south of France. Under
his direction, Arizmendiarrieta founded the periodical Surge in 1940 as the mouthpiece for the
spirituality movement. This periodical followed the same line of thinking and themes that

Aldabalde had emphasized in his lectures to leading seminary students whom he had personally
selected and trained.
He identified the exclusion of God from society as the source of all its evils, including the
Second World War, the rise of totalitarian regimes, economic and social crises, and the demise
of liberal parliamentarianism. He also called for submission to the Pope's social strategy of using
modern means to recover the Christian spirit among the working classes. This strategy was
defined in a variety of encyclicals such as Divini illias Magistri in the sphere of youth apostleship,

Casti connubi regarding the family, or Quadragessimo Anno regarding the realm of work.

In 1941 Javier Lauzurica, the Bishop of Vitoria, asked the recently ordained
Arizmendiarrieta to put this 're-catholicizing' doctrine into practice in the highly conflictive

industrial town of Mondragon.
Molina, Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta, op.

cit., 120-2.

J. Azpiazu, La accion social de sacerdote (Madrid,

1934); 'El sacerdote social', Idearium, 1, 5 (1934),

402-15.

Regarding the figure of Rufino Aldabalde, see
J. M. Javierre, La aventura de ser hoy sacerdote.
Biografta de D. Rufino Aldabalde (Bilbao, 1997), and

L. Giiell, Rufino Aldabalde, sacerdote (Madrid,
1989).

Molina, Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta, op. cit.,

129-35
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SOCIAL PRIESTHOOD IN MONDPJVGON
Since the end of the nineteenth century, industrialization in the province of Guipuzcoa had
followed a different model from that in the neighboring city of Bilbao. Guipuzcoan cities were

smaller and remained culturally linked to the countryside. Although Guipuzcoan companies
were also smaller and more focused on local rural labour, their investment and capital were
more diversified. They mainly produced paper, textiles, weapons, carriages and locks, all of
which required a large number of technical experts.
In 1906 several iron and steel factories located in the upper Deba valley amalgamated to
form a company called the Union Cerrajera of Mondragon. Sheet metal was produced at the
company's ironworks in Bergara, and then taken to several smaller Mondragon metal factories

and shops, where it was made into nuts and bolts, locks, hardware, metal furniture and
malleable iron. By 1940 the company had become an economic community with a significant
network of coffee shops, co-operative stores, insurance leagues, educational systems and other
services that catered to workers. Roneo, a subsidiary of Union Cerrajera, began to produce
office furniture, and other companies grew up around it, such as Elma, which manufactured

domestic goods and steel tube accessories. After the Civil War, Mondragon had a total
population of 9000 inhabitants, and two-thirds of the working population was employed by
these related companies.
When Arizmendiarrieta arrived in Mondragon he encountered two distinct communities.
One lived under the tutelage of the Union Cerrajera, and the other lived in its shadow. The

division was especially clear in the company's School of Apprentices, begun in 1939 and
accessible only to those who had a relative employed by the company. The few that were
selected received an education while also acquiring the rank of apprentice, which included a
daily wage. After four courses they became industrial masters and had access to intermediate
management positions in the company's factories and shops.
The Civil War had deeply affected Mondragon and its youth. Roughly equivalent numbers

of inhabitants had been on either side of the conflict: as socialist or Basque nationalist
supporters of the Second Republic or as traditionalist rebels. Thirty-seven of its inhabitants had
been killed by firing squads when the city fell into the hands of the rebel troops of General

Franco. The Civil War had been fought between the inhabitants of Mondragon and had filled
its narrow streets with hatred and grudges. The harsh post-war years and the effects of the
Second World War led to increased rationing, hunger, misery, sickness and crowding, while at

the local level those who had 'lost the war' were politically, socially and culturally excluded
from every sphere of life.

Within this social environment Arizmendiarrieta began to promote apostleship for the
working world. After their classes at the School of Apprentices or work in the factories and

shops, hundreds of young people would come to hear him speak on sociological and
theological topics at the Catholic Action centres of Mondragon or at the School of
Apprentices. Little by little he formed a core group of those who consistently participated in
the social activities he promoted at the centre: plays, fundraising for children and indigents,

sporting events, etc. They gradually took on leadership and management tasks, according to
J. M. Gonzalez, La metalurgia guipuzcoana en la
primera mitad del siglo XX (Bilbao, 2005), 11?17.

17ibid., 36-65.
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their age and ability. Arizmendiarrieta began to teach them classic values from Catholic social
doctrine, which they applied in their local milieu: enthusiasm for work, austerity in the social

sphere, dedication and sacrifice for community ideals, faith in social initiatives, self
examination and personal integrity in collective tasks. These were the ethical bases for the
future co-operativist culture in Mondragon.
In a 1942 letter to the Chairman of Union Cerrajera, Arizmendiarrieta outlined the aim of
his Catholic Action projects: 'Our general objective for the next school year is to mobilize the
youth of our town. While training and maintaining a nucleus of the best of them, we are going
to act upon the masses.' Years later he would describe this leadership as 'a process of theoretical

and practical mobilization, conscience-raising and preparation, for the purpose of self
government and self-management, by which young people ... organized raffles, lotteries and
other public events that funded their endeavours and gave them ? particularly those who were

most active - an opportunity to receive the highest level of practical training. ... These were
the young people that would later lead the co-operative experience.'
Arizmendiarrieta's youth apostleship created a micro-mobilization context that involved the
young people of Catholic Action in continuous activity on behalf of the most pressing needs of

their neighbours, such as housing, education, hygiene, health and entertainment, all of which
involved humanizing local society and work. A select few stood out among them, children of

modest working families, who would become the 'redeemers' of their class, according to the
Social Action steps developed from the encyclicals of Pope Pious XI, the brochures of Joaquin
Azpiazu and the pedagogic principles of Rufino Aldabalde. All these young individuals were
educated to believe that they had a unique role to carry out through their work, one that no

one else could fulfil. This was the social profile laid out for them by Arizmendiarrieta, who
acted primarily as their leader.
As a mobilizing leader, Arizmendiarrieta always sought to ensure a good flow of information

between his social work and the public: employers, neighbours and the youth of Catholic
Action in Mondragon. This information was disseminated through all sorts of printed material
and preaching from the pulpit. Arizmendiarrieta was not interested in developing elaborate

intellectual material for some academic or social elite; he sought to maintain a constant
and direct contact with the neighbourhood, whose support would determine the success of

his work.

Molina, Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta, op. cit.,

229-76. The historical process that led to the
Mondragon co-operative model should be con

sidered through the lens of opportunity, structure

and identity factors, which are expressed in

'micro-mobilization contexts'. This explains cases
in which sub-groups are organized informally by

age, cultural relations or friendship, and exist prior

to political action, as pointed out by D. McAdam,
'Micro-mobilization contexts and recruitment to

activism' in B. Klandermans, H. Kriesi and S.
Tarrow (eds), International Social Movement Re
search. From Structure to Action: Comparing Social

Movement Research across Cultures (Greenwich,
1988), 125-54. Bert Klandermans, in The Social

Psychology of Protest (Oxford, 1997), has pointed

out the importance of the phenomenon of
transformation of discontent into action as a

process of attribution of meanings.

Archives of Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta,
Folder 18, draft of a letter to Mr Ricardo Oreja,

August 1942; Folder 41, 'Experiencias sobre una
forma co-operativa: Mondragon', speech at the
Fomento de Actividades Culturales, Economicas y
Sociales Society, 21 January 1965. The archives of

Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta are located at the
Centre for Cooperatives Studies of Otalora owned
by Mondragon Corporation in Gipuzkoa (Spain).
Molina, fose Maria Arizmendiarrieta, op. cit.,

257-8.
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Arizmendiarrieta's previous work as editor of a small Basque journal at the Seminary, his

military service in the offices of Eguna (a Basque newspaper that, at that time, was the
mouthpiece of the Basque Nationalist Party) during the Civil War, and particularly his work as

director of Surge, prepared him for subsequent social mobilization and communication
initiatives. He emphasized that 'there is a resource that people do not always recognize: the
efficacy of well-formed and informed consciences - public opinion as a tool. A properly
channelled current of public opinion is such a powerful and efficient force that few if any can
resist it. But it must be created at the right time. Things must be prepared on time and we now

have the means at our disposal: study groups, preaching, publishing, etc. Once it has been
created, these same means can be used to mobilize it.'

Practices such as these were considered morally dangerous during the dictatorship,
generating suspicion and even outright rejection by the totalitarian regime at many levels.
Francoist police tried to prevent his youth fairs; the provincial directors of Catholic Action
complained of the distancing of the Mondragon group from the national Catholic doctrine;
the local chapter of Falange, the single party of the totalitarian regime, protested about the
success of the Mondragon chapter of Catholic Action in attracting youth away from them and

controlling the streets. Church members who were supportive of the Franco regime informed
the authorities of the 'leftist and Marxist' tone of his sermons. These clashes with the Franco
regime complicated but did not impede his efforts in creating a local and autonomous public
opinion through the printed word.

Arizmendiarrieta's pastoral work fell into the political category of dissent from the
dictatorship. This dissent was not founded on cultural or social resistance of a Marxist or
Basque nationalist nature, but rather on a deconstruction of the political culture of General

Franco's military dictatorship, of its ideological myths and principles. It was also a
confrontation with Franco's mobilizing institutions, such as the single party (Falange) and

Catholic Action itself, which was criticized for its politicization. Arizmendiarrieta was
proposing a civic project built on a sort of Catholic citizenship, with values such as equality,
freedom, fraternity and reconciliation, which were contrary to the official values. He used a

communication strategy that bordered on the illegal: local public opinion.
The difficulties faced by the Mondragon project were clearly determined by the political
opportunity structure of the Franco regime and how it affected the social projects of the
Catholic church. This totalitarian regime was a grouping of political families, with strengths

and weaknesses, and Arizmendiarrieta took advantage of the window of opportunity it
provided. The Catholic church was one of the most prominent of these political families, and

even if Arizmendiarrieta's communitarian projects were not pleasing to some of his
ecclesiastical superiors, the simple fact that they needed to maintain their portion of power
within the regime meant that they were inclined to defend his social work. The benefit of this
ambiguity for the fledgling co-operative social movement was that it granted autonomy and

tolerance for developing a social programme that would prepare the way for subsequent
entrepreneurial development.
The quote from the last paragraph, and almost

all of these issues, are addressed in Molina, fose

Maria Arizmendiarrieta, op. cit., 295-300.

The various dimensions of the political
opportunity structures are summarized in

S. Tarrow, 'States and opportunities: the political

structuring of social movements' in McAdam,

McCarthy and Zald (eds), Comparative Perspectives,
op. cit., 41?61.
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CORPORATIVISM AND SOCIAL CATHOLICISM
Arizmendiarrieta actively engaged the entrepreneurial class in his social work. He saw that this

kind of co-operation would prepare the way for Catholic social doctrine to influence the
transformation of businesses by encouraging the incorporation of workers as co-participants in

the management of these companies. In 1942 he launched Mondragon's Catholic Action sports
programme, financed by local companies and individual contributions. On 1 June 1942 the
Sporting Youth Association of Mondragon began to promote sports and entertainment locally.

Soon Arizmendiarrieta was developing an even more ambitious project, reflected in his

writings and teachings of that period. The new Christian order that he envisioned in
Mondragon required an educational programme with a dual objective: moral transformation
towards a more communitarian Christian practice of worker solidarity and the technical
training of workers, which would give them equal footing with their bosses and break the
ruling-class structure. The first objective was attainable by anyone, thanks to the philosophy of

Catholic Action, but the second objective was more difficult since the Union Cerrajera School
of Apprentices was inaccessible to most of the working-class youth.

Thus, professional training became the main pillar of Arizmendiarrieta's social work in
Mondragon. The working class could not be redeemed without a modern technical education.

On 10 August 1943, under the banner of 'socializing knowledge to democratize power',
Arizmendiarrieta launched the Professional School of Mondragon with the financial support of

local companies. Youth from the lowest ranks could now invest their only asset, their own
personal effort, in order to improve their skills. While they studied, they also did internships in

local companies, applying their knowledge and learning responsibility. Each student also
received a thorough moral and social education based on a modern reading of social
Catholicism.
Labour conditions in Spain were horrendous in 1945, with 12-hour work days, miserable
income, unemployment and overcrowding on the outskirts of towns and cities. Speculators
and contrabandists could become rich, along with a few businessmen who benefited from
Franco's autarchy, but most of the population lived in misery. The social milieu still reflected
scandalous income inequalities which Arizmendiarrieta harshly criticized in his sermons, using
the pastoral letters of the 'red bishops' of the Canary Islands (Antonio Pildain), Malaga (Angel

Herrera Oria), Jaen (Rafael Garcia de Castro) and Solsona (Vicente Enrique y Tarancon). In
his speeches and sermons during the late 1940s and early 1950s, he insisted on turning pastoral

work away from political matters to social ones, and emphasized that the role of Catholic

Action should be separate from the national Catholicism of the dictatorship and act
independently and impartially concerning the problems of the working class.
Arizmendiarrieta argued that it was not enough to separate apostleship from politics, nor was

it enough to instruct people in the social doctrine of the church; a priest should earn his
L. M. Torra-Cuixart, Espiritualidad sacerdotal Las relaciones Iglesia-Estado durante el primer franquis
en Espaha (1939-1952). Busqueda de una espiritualidad mo (1939-1953) (Barcelona, 2003).
Archives of Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta, Folder
del clero diocesano (Salamanca, 2000), 409-10; F.
Verdera, Conflictos entre la Iglesia y el Estado en 14, commentaries to Antonio Pildain's pastoral letter,
undated; Folder 23, 'El sentido y ambito de la justicia
Espaha. La revista Ecclesia entre 1941 y 1945

(Pamplona, 1995), 166-71 and 186-95. A general

overview in P. Martin, De la Victoria al Concordato.

social', undated; 'La accion social. Problemas de

justicia y apostolado', Mondragon, December 1945.
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people's trust by identifying himself with the workers. 'A worker needs to see us next to him,

suffering with him; we need to win his heart.' He saw professional schools as an important
resource, 'which should be independent from the companies if at all possible, but should

demand their financial co-operation'. These schools would allow the moral instruction of
people already in the working world and attract 'the best' of the youth, creating 'a way to resist

the pressure of the pagan mentality dominant among the working classes'. These ideas were
developed and explained in the debate forums held by Catholic Action of Spain, in which
Arizmendiarrieta insisted on the importance of creating a 'technical' elite that could co-operate
with the priests in the task of promoting apostleship in companies.
Every week, his young disciples attended the study groups in the Catholic Action centre of

Mondragon, where he offered complex discussions on private property, capital and labour,
social justice, or novel Catholic social theories such as the 'dual salary', which sought to divide
salaries into a portion for consumption and another for investment. It was not so much the
concepts themselves that stood out, which were basically from the theoretical arsenal of the
church's social doctrine, but the brave interpretation and application of them, which reflected

European social democratic thinking, particularly British Labour Party ideas.

Labour Party thinking had an early and profound impact on the content of
Arizmendiarrieta's discourse. In 1945, he began to read about politicians who applied
aggressive policies, including nationalization, in order to encourage state intervention and
support for workers in trade unions. He devoured the writings of Stafford Cripps and Ramsay
MacDonald, Ernest Bevin and Clement Attlee - whose book Towards a New Social Structure in
a Spanish edition was often cited in Arizmendiarrieta's writings - along with works by William

Beveridge, particularly on the concept of the welfare state. In his commencement speech for

the 1946 graduating class at the Professional School, he equated the political ideals of the

British Prime Minister with those of Pope Pious XI: 'Labour ... will abolish the class
distinctions that mostly arise from differences in education and will build a common
educational base as a unifying factor for the community'.

Arizmendiarrieta was passionate about Attlee's theory of equal educational and cultural
opportunities, as well as the labourite argument that private property should have limits placed
upon it for the common good. Consequently, Arizmendiarrieta began to grant the state greater
relevance, seeing it as an essential factor in meeting public needs that went beyond the means

of private groups and individuals. Social assistance, housing and professional training became

spheres in which he sought to combine private and public initiatives by reinforcing the

Professional School, pioneering the construction of a tuberculosis treatment centre and
developing the Mondragon Home Association. As his involvement in managing these and
other social projects increased, so did his involvement with the government.26
In his scant spare time, Arizmendiarrieta, now aged nearly 30, continued to read avidly on
the British Labour Party, the Spanish 'red bishops' or the new Spanish Catholic intellectuals,

one of whom was his good friend Gregorio Rodriguez de Yurre (who taught at the Seminary
of Vitoria). He took what he had read to the young workers in his study groups, encouraging
them to read these works themselves and develop their own social thinking. 'I remember him

Molina, Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta, op. cit.,

276-81.

26ibid., 281-2.
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giving away books by Jacques Maritain, Jacques Leclerq and, during the later years, books by

Emmanuel Mounier' recalled one of his disciples.

Guided by the French Catholic personalist philosophy of Leclerq and Maritain,
Arizmendiarrieta reinforced his idea of man as a communitarian being who could find in
co-operative work and emancipatory education the tools for rescuing his dignity from the
losses suffered at the hands of industrialization and the gradual secularization of society. But at

the core of the personalist philosophy embraced by Arizmendiarrieta was the humanist
theology of spirituality from Vitoria: 'Let us not forget that all men, whatever their class or
condition, carry a spark of divinity.' In Arizmendiarrieta's humanist view of society, man was

created in the image of God and should not live enclosed in egocentric individualism, turning

his back on Christian solidarity.
In 1946 Arizmendiarrieta's pride and joy, a group of young disciples from Catholic Action,
finished their studies as industrial managers in the Union Cerrajera School of Apprentices.

They had achieved the highest level that their social class had ever known. They were aged
between 18 and 20 and would occupy significant positions at Union Cerrajera, with prospects
of attaining the highest factory positions. But in the mind of their mentor this training was
insufficient for those destined to be the 'redeemers' of their class. Arizmendiarrieta managed to

get these eleven graduates enrolled in the Zaragoza School of Engineering as correspondence
students. At that time, this upper-level university programme was reserved for the wealthy

classes, and very few Mondragon youth could ever aspire to it.

Arizmendiarrieta's goal was to create a conscientized working-class, with professional
training, infused with Christian social ideals and committed to creating a new order, where
labour was more important than capital. On 26 August 1952 this first group of industrial
experts received their degrees from the Minister of Education, Joaquin Ruiz Jimenez. That
was only the beginning. Each year there were more graduates, until finally the Professional
School itself was authorized to offer higher degrees, in the 1960s.
The Professional School had by then expanded and moved to larger facilities, providing a

constant supply of workers and technicians who were indoctrinated with a work philosophy
that was heavily based on co-operative values. It had two clear ideals: to humanize work and to
involve workers in the management of the company. This was the only road to Christianizing
work and overcoming the injustices of class exploitation. The social philosophy behind this
approach rested on humanist theology, Marxist social democratic ideas, personalist socialism
and the social doctrine of the church.

FROM CORPORATIVISM TO CO-OPERATIVISM
After graduating as industrial engineers, Arizmendiarrieta's disciples were quick to move up
the corporate ladder at the Union Cerrajera. Three of the seven heads of factories in this

company of 1300 workers were from Arizmendiarrieta's group: Luis Usatorre, Alfonso
Gorrofiogoitia and Jose Maria Ormaechea. By then they had fully assimilated ten years of
Molina, Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta, op. cit.,
J. M. Ormaechea, 'El hombre que yo conoci'
in J. M. Ormaechea et al, Semblanzas de Don fose282-6.
Maria Arizmendiarrieta (Aretxabaleta, 1991), 60-1.
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mentoring in complex and heterodox notions of management and labour, which would
eventually lead to disagreements with the company regarding its managerial policy.
Arizmendiarrieta and his disciples were optimistic that the company could be reformed from
the inside. The managers, who were all active Catholic militants, had done much to transform

Union Cerrajera into one of the most socially advanced companies of its time, beginning with
the School of Apprentices, co-operative stores and worker housing. Its workers' association was
at the cutting edge in creating a private social security system based on matching contributions

by the company and its workers, and a social fund begun in 1950 guaranteed each worker a
minimum daily income based on the number of dependent family members. This fund was
designed and managed by Jose Maria Ormaechea, one of Arizmendiarrieta's main disciples.

In his commencement address for the Professional School's graduating class of 1948,

Arizmendiarrieta announced that the time had come to unite the efforts of all these social

actors into one institutionalized co-operative initiative. 'It is not enough for the bosses to do
good works; the workers need to participate in them also. It is not enough for the workers to
dream great reforms, the bosses need to concur. It is not enough for the authorities to make

great efforts and sacrifices, the people need to associate themselves with these authorities.'
Some sort of corporative entity was needed to facilitate co-operation between two classes for a

common good, and to provide a Catholic social alternative to Marxist class conflict. To this
end, the League of Education and Culture was created, and its newly written statutes were
publicly presented at this graduation ceremony.

The League of Education and Culture was designed to manage the Mondragon social
projects co-operatively between managers and workers in areas such as income assistance,
sports, education and health. It was also designed to manage education and training resources:
'The purpose of this new entity is to crusade for the education of future generations.'

Arizmendiarrieta felt the need to get past the philosophy of charitable donations by
businesses, replacing it with a true system of social justice that would involve the workers in
the management of the company and its capital. In 1954 an internal clash at Union Cerrajera
led to a definitive intellectual rift between his 'worker leaders' and the other managers. On the
occasion of an equity offering by the Union Cerrajera, Alfonso Gorrofiogoitia and Jose Maria

Ormaechea proposed that workers be allowed to participate as stockholders. Management's
outright refusal ended all hopes of further Christian reform from within the company.
If internal reform of the largest local employer was thwarted in spite of the Catholic
commitment and social sensibility of its managers, then it was time to take a leap of faith. It

would not be enough to expect behaviour patterns to evolve towards a Christian social model
in one capitalist company, so that other companies might follow. Arizmendiarrieta abandoned

the path he had followed since his arrival in Mondragon and began to encourage young
workers, who were dispirited by the 'capitalist' close-mindedness of management, to work
within the Franco regime legislation in order to create a new Christian company. Thus began
the adventure of a co-operative company that would not merely reflect an entrepreneurial
vocation but act as a social leader.

Archives of Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta,
Archives of Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta,
Otalora, Folder 25, speech for the graduating Otalora, Folder 54, 'Liga de Educacion y Cultura',
class of 1948 at the Professional School, manu undated (1948); pamphlet of introduction to the
script.

League of Education and Culture, undated (1948).
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At the core of this ideal company was the basic principle of transforming society through
co-operation, something Arizmendiarrieta had promoted throughout 14 years of social work.

There had to be co-operation at every level: between social classes, institutions, generations,
public and private sectors, believers and non-believers, priests and laity, Basque and Spanish
nationalists, left- and right-wing parties, liberals and Marxists, employers and employees, men

and women. This required a religious sensitivity that could soften hard-line ideological or
patriotic positions, unite ideals and encourage the sacrifice of individual longings for the good
of the community of workers and the community at large.

Arizmendiarrieta's ideal company would go beyond a mercantile and economic society
dedicated to satisfying the private interests of its investors. It would spearhead a complex social

movement based on principles of self-management, subordination of capital to labour and
Christian communitarian ethics. These elements were already at work in Mondragon, having
been gradually built into a complex and extensive social project which, by the mid-1950s,
included real estate, sports, educational, cultural and health services.
The young founders of the first Mondragon industrial co-operative had all been mentored
by Arizmendiarrieta and grown up in a thoroughly entrepreneurial local economic culture.
For more than 50 years the Leniz valley had been growing into one of the most productive
areas in Spain, an entrepreneurial beehive of foundries and metal work, industrial furniture,
precision machinery and every sort of lock. In his ground-breaking analysis of Mondragon co

operativism, Henri Desroche observed that here it was considered normal to quit work in a
large factory in order to start a small one; even workers with low-level technical training
created companies.
Arizmendiarrieta's plan was not to create a new company but a new company model. He
and his young followers spent 1955 recruiting venture capital from the people of Mondragon
and the surrounding areas. The funds were committed before the company had been created
or even defined. The investors understood that the company would not be financed with the

usual corporate shares; it would be owned and managed by its own workers. On 20 October
1955 the three former Union Cerrajera factory heads and two others from Arizmendiarrieta's

group purchased a Vitoria company that manufactured gasoline burners, thus creating Ulgor,
the first co-operative of its kind (currently known as Fagor Electrodomesticos). In 1958, Ulgor

began to manufacture, under Italian patents, household appliances that used a revolutionary
energy source: butane gas. Their appliances and electronic products were in line with the
needs of Spanish consumers during the modernization era of the 1960s, giving the company
spectacular success.
Arizmendiarrieta spent four years developing the statutes of Ulgor, and the result was not at
all orthodox vis-a-vis the criteria established in the 1942 Law on Co-operation, which had a
strong Fascist tendency that Arizmendiarrieta rejected. None the less, the Ulgor statutes were

approved in April 1959, launching a socio-entrepreneurial movement that in 1967 would be
labelled 'the Mondragon co-operative experience'. All its workers participated as partners in
3Molina, Jose Maria Arizmendiarrieta, op. cit., 'J. M. Arizmendiarrieta et al., Caja Labor al
Popular. Una experiencia co-operativa (Bilbao, 1967),
9-14.
~Desroche, 'Preface', op. cit., 11-13.
33F. Molina, Fagor Electrodomesticos (1956-2006).

34073

Historia de una experiencia co-operativa (Mondragon,

2006), 35-43.
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the company, with an equal share of capital, thus becoming its owners. The community of
workers operated on values such as co-operation, self-management, solidarity, hope, sacrifice,

high personal standards, responsibility, authority and democracy. These were grouped into
three categories in the statutes: social, economic and labour issues.

Other industrial co-operatives began to appear: Arrasate in 1956, Copreci in 1962 and
Comet in 1963. Another co-operative, Ederlan, appeared in 1969. They were all located close
to Mondragon, in the valley of Leniz, and at first attracted workers who were disillusioned
with the traditional capitalist culture of Union Cerrajera. They later hired technicians from the

Professional School, which became a polytechnic at the end of the 1960s. In 1964 all these co
operatives formed an industrial group, Ularco, and were financially underwritten by Caja
Laboral, a credit union that had been founded in 1959 on Arizmendiarrieta's initiative. Thanks
to his own family history, he was well aware of the liquidity problems that could sink a co
operative company. This had been the case with the first Basque industrial co-operative, Alfa,
which had been created by socialists in Eibar in 1920, prior to the Civil War. Arizmendiarrieta
did not want to see that experience repeated. Also by 1956 he was encouraging the occupants

of Mondragon Home Association housing to form a consumer co-operative. Originally
formed under the name San Jose, it joined other co-operatives from the provinces of
Guipuzcoa and Biscay to form Eroski in 1969.
All these co-operatives had statutes inspired by Ulgor, with three guiding principles: work,
savings and democracy. An increasing sense of efficiency and productivity in each day's work

was seen as a means of encouraging workers to save as much as possible in order to capitalize
and reinvest in the company. This in turn would lead to the creation of new jobs and the rise
of other co-operatives and institutions dedicated to social welfare in the local community

under a social-Catholic morality. For democracy to function, it was also necessary to
participate actively in the annual general assemblies of the company.

CONCLUSION: THE MONDRAGON SOCIAL MOVEMENT
Involving people in a social movement is a complex process that includes using interactive,
dynamic and dialectical means to convince people to act. Consensus mobilization takes place
along multiple dimensions that may be defined in various degrees by the mobilizing actions.
The lack of framework resonance - incapacity to frame events in a relevant manner or simply a

decline in the movement - can hinder mobilization, even though other structural factors
would indicate that it could have developed more fully.
Mondragon co-operativism developed as an attempt to adjust a modern Catholic identity to
the new liberal entrepreneurial culture that flourished in Spain in the 1950s. This culture was
structurally implanted in the 1959 Stabilization Plan and through desarrollismo, the economic

and social modernization that took place in the 1960s. In Arizmendiarrieta's thinking, social
identity should overcome the exclusion mechanisms of a peasant culture built around the
family, language or religion, and also of Spanish or Basque nationalisms. Arizmendiarrieta in
his youth had been a supporter of the Basque Nationalist Party. But after the Civil War and his

Molina, Fagor Electrodomesticos, op. cit.,

55-67.

Molina, fose Maria Arizmendiarrieta, op. cit.,
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experience in the everyday life of a worker city like Mondragon, he changed his views on
social identity, and felt that it should be based on a moral view of society with a theological

basis; that economics should reflect peasant but especially Christian values, where
communitarian and self-managed work became key sources of social identity.

Arizmendiarrieta built this co-operative social identity on a series of ideas and principles
derived from Catholicism, Marxism and liberalism, including the myth of class, but not the
myth of the nation, which he ignored. By passing these ideas through the filter of Catholic

social doctrine and channelling them through the media and mass communication, using
religious influence to socially persuade a receptive public, he transmitted a message that was
intended to be internalized by each local worker. In this way, Arizmendiarrieta acted as a true
entrepreneur of social movements.
Heavily influenced by corporate sociology and economics, the resource mobilization theory is

effective in explaining Mondragon co-operativism. Founded as a social movement that was
economic in nature, it resulted in companies that produced goods and services and obtained
benefits. At the same time, Arizmendiarrieta and his disciples created a protest movement that

went beyond entrepreneurialism. It was a protest against the traditional capitalist system of
corporate and economic relations, against the authoritarian political regime that supported this
system of relations, and against the traditional working-class form of protest, which was based on
Marxist dialectical materialism and thus hostile to a Christian world view of work and companies.

This protest was mobilized through co-operative aggregation of capital and labour, to which

were added a series of community commitments and objectives. Such an aggregation of
resources required a co-operative entrepreneurial organization that gave rise to a broad and
prosperous associative network. The result was a 'social movement enterprise' composed of
mass media, companies, educational centres, social networks and occupational structures.
These micro-mobilizations within Mondragon co-operativism confirm the idea that protest
mobilization is always more likely in times of prosperity, when greater resources are available.

The co-operative entrepreneurial venture did not take place in the political autarchy and
poverty of Arizmendiarrieta's early years in Mondragon. Both Ulgor and the Caja Laboral
credit union had their statutes approved in the same year as the launching of the Stabilization
Plan in Spain. This plan preceded the greatest period of economic growth and social change in
Spain's history and laid the foundations for today's Spanish society.
It is curious to observe that the abundant international academic literature on Mondragon

co-operativism consistently refers to the ethnic component, to its peasant roots, and to its
supposed links with the secular myths that characterize the Basque people. Actually, few social
movements in Europe today are as intimately linked to post-Second World War industrial
modernity as Mondragon co-operativism. Few corporations can properly call themselves a
social movement, as is the case with this particular 'co-operative experience' now known as
Mondragon. Currently, it is the largest business group in the Basque country and the sixth
largest in Spain, with more than 100 industrial, financial and distribution firms, co-operatives

and associated companies, acting on four continents, and 80,000 employees, 45 per cent of

whom have a co-operative work contract in today's world of industrial globalization and
flexible capitalism.
University of the Basque Country
University of Santiago de Compostela
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