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1.- Introduction. “Spain is (actually) different”. 

 

As it is known, the Great Depression, in sharply contrast to most of western countries, 

was not the most appalling historical event experienced by Spain during the 1930s. The 

outbreak of the Spanish Civil War in 1936 had, without doubt, much more negative 

effects on the economy, politics and in general on any aspect of the private and public 

life in Spain. The collapse of the international trade and the world financial crisis 

contributed to worsening the economic problems that suffered the first Republican 

governments, but, as most of historians advocate, the international crisis did not strike 

Spain in same terms –and time- than did in other European countries (Palafox 1991). 

Accordingly, without bypassing economic crisis, Spain strike out on a different path 

than other European economies as a consequence of the prevalence of the internal 

economic forces over external economic perturbations.  

 

2.- Economic crisis but not crisis of Economics  

 

In any aspect of the development of economics in Spain the 1930s were, without doubt, 

an outstanding and flourishing period. The new political and cultural climate of the 

Second Republic, certainly, left new spaces for intellectual debate and obviously, 

economists played a growing role in economic policy and public debate. Nevertheless, 

this thriving period for economics was preceded for a long period of slow but gradual 

modernization of political economy which goes back to the dawn of the 20th century. 

The last 19th century, has unanimously been appraised as a period of deep decadence for 

political economy. In fact, Spanish economists did not give high relevance to the new 

advances on economics such as marginalism or historicism1. The isolationism of 

Spanish political economy began to come to an end when A. Flores de Lemus returned 

from Germany in 1903. Flores, together with F. Bernis and J.M. Zumalacárregui, 

carried out the first steps of the modernization of Spanish economics during the first 

third of the 20th century by promoting the gradual introduction of German neo-

historicism and marginalism (Velarde 1990). Whilst Flores and Bernis were more 

connected to German neo-historicism without ignoring the analytical advances of 

British marginalism by Marshall or Edgeworth for example, Zumalacárregui seems to 

have been responsible for the introduction of marginalism and, in particular, the 

approach of the Lausanne School into Spain. They made significant contributions to 
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applied economics by means of pioneers analyses of the Spanish economy which in 

some cases pretended to influence on economic policy. However, the education on 

economics did not change significantly and, for example, marginalism, as far as we 

know, was only taught in some specific academic spheres. There were, obviously, some 

exceptions such as the outstanding autodidactic economists G. Bernácer, L. Olariaga or 

O. Fernández-Baños who seem to have completely understood the meaning of 

neoclassical economics at the end of the 1920s (Almenar 2001). On the other hand, the 

structure of scientific communication of science –journals, publishing companies 

specialized on economics, associations of economists ... - did not, in the practice, exist 

as the group of pioneers was not actually pledged in the institutional development of 

economics. As a result, by 1930 economics had not a public and academic relevance1.     

  

Things changed dramatically in the 1930s as a result of the persistence of the 

group of pioneers. Flores de Lemus together with his group of disciples (A. Viñuales, E. 

Rodríguez-Mata, G. Franco, R. Carande, M. Pedregal, J. Prados-Arrarte, M. Reventós 

among others) demonstrated a high profile as advisers of the first Republican 

governments, which as seen, implemented a wide range of economic reforms which 

demanded technical skills and, at the same time, fuelled the interest of the public by 

economic issues. Obviously the international economic crisis also contributed to a 

growing interest on economic policy and on the foundations, criticism and alternatives 

to the capitalist system. Zumalacárregui, on the other hand, from his professorship at the 

faculty of law at the University of Valencia brought up under marginalist principles 

economists such as M. de Torres and J. Castañeda. Institutional advances were quite 

significant. At the dawn of the 1930s were created three centres of economic research in 

which economists had high responsibilities: the Board of Studies of the Bank of Spain 

in which were employed the quantitative economists G. Bernácer and O. Fernández 

Baños; Institut d’Investigations Economiques –Institute of Economic Research- in the 

heart of the autonomous government of Catalonia led  by the statistician, economist and 

Gini’s disciple, J.A. Vandellós and Centro de Estudios Económicos Valencianos –

Valencian Centre of Economic Studies- promoted by the association of employers at the 

region of Valencia, whose director was R. Perpiñá who had been educated at the 

University of Kiel in Germany. Similarly, despite the various plans for founding the 

                                                 
1 Olariaga is the exception as he regularly published economic articles in the newspaper El Sol –The Sun-.  
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first faculty of economics were not finally successful, a new section of economics 

within the faculty of Law at the University of Madrid was founded by Flores de 

Lemus’s disciples, and political economy began to be taught in many centres like the 

school of education of high civil servants or the schools of management and 

engineering. Foreign economists such as G. Cassel, the Roumanian protectionist M. 

Mainolescu or W. Sombart lectured there, and many others economists such as Keynes, 

E.J. Hamilton, J. Marschak visited Spain (Almenar 2008: 37). Therefore, Spanish 

economists finally recuperated the contact with abroad and their analyses were 

gradually fitting with international standards. In fact, Keynes and Austrian economics, 

for example, gradually replaced as intellectual sources to historicists’ authors such as 

Kleinwächter or Supino, whose handbooks were mostly used for educating economists 

during the 1920s.  

 

The structure of scientific communication also experienced profound and 

hopeful changes. On one hand, economists began to publish in a wide range of 

periodicals and the daily press, but gradually divert articles into basically three journals 

- Revista Nacional de Economía, Economia i Finances and particularly Economía 

Española- which became an actual discussion forum to debate about economy and 

economists during the 1930s. These journals were not what we understand by a 

scholarly journal as together with economists contributed economic journalists, civil 

servants or businessmen, but economists gradually began to accept responsibilities in 

their editorship (Zabalza 2010). Similarly, some publishing companies like Labor or 

Revista de Derecho Privado introduced into their catalogues specific collections of 

economic books and a growing number of Spanish translations of foreign economic 

works from Hayek, Mises, Marshall, Bendixen, Cassel, Marshall, Viti di Marco, 

Schumpeter and many others were completed during the 1930s.  (Zabalza 2004).  

Summing up, political economy was experiencing during the 1930s a period of 

splendour which did not occur in Spain from the remote early 19th century.  

 

3.- The Spanish economists and the economic crisis of the 1930s.   

  

During the 1930s, Spanish economists analyzed and debated on a wide range of issues 

related to the Spanish and world economic crisis that may be arranged in three groups 
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which in some cases overlapped each others2. First, a restricted number of economists in 

the light of the growing extent of the international crisis tried to give their interpretation 

of such phenomenon, which in some cases had –or pretended to have- a certain degree 

of theoretical originality. However, and despite there were some worthy interpretations 

of the world crisis, they often were sheer repetitions or rearrangements of ideas taken 

from foreign economists about business cycles and economic crises. Second, some 

Spanish economists, having recognized the different path of Spanish and world 

economic crises, focused on the causes of the Spanish economic slum once Spanish 

economic problems were quite apparent. Finally, as well as in other countries, the 

economic crisis paved the way to debate about the future of capitalism, the 

contemporary foreign experiences or even the alternative systems that challenged 

capitalism at the time such as Corporatism or economic planning.  

 

3.1.- The World economic crisis interpreted by Spanish economists  

 

3.1.1.- “The brave army of heretics”. Spanish non-scholar economists and the 

world economic crisis 

 

The 1930s, as mentioned was a flourishing period for political economy in Spain 

characterized for a growing interest for any aspect of economics. Obviously, the 

propagation of the international economic crisis aroused the attention of a growing 

number of economists and economic publicists. Most of them emphasized the possible 

consequences of the international crisis on the Spanish economy –which will be 

analyzed in the next epigraph-, but did not complete broad in scope analysis of the great 

depression based on original -or not- theoretical backgrounds. Nevertheless, there were 

some remarkable exceptions. Above all, it is worth stressing G. Bernácer’s original 

interpretation of the economic crises in the context of his model of “liquid 

disposabilities” which he had built during the 1920s.  

 

                                                 
2 This paper focuses on the analysis of the main Spanish economists during the 1930s. Defining what is or 
what is not an economist during this period in Spain is actually a problematic issue as there were not 
educational centers specialized on economics. Lawyers, engineers, skilled journalists, businessmen, 
representatives of associations of employers together with a scarce number of economists educated 
abroad made in one way or another economic contributions.  I do not discuss this issue and I take on the 
stance adopted by the main historiography on the period.    
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 G. Bernácer (1883-1965) was a self-taught economist who made original 

contributions -far away from scholarly circles-, to monetary theory and business cycles 

during the 1920s that deserved to be included in the famous report Prosperity and 

Depression and acclaimed by D. Robertson as a forerunner of the theory of economic 

fluctuations and the “successive period” method of analysis (Haberler 1937; Robertson 

1940). Thanks to his growing intellectual prestige that he achieved after publishing his 

contributions in the most relevant Spanish economic journals, he was appointed in 1930 

as a member of the Board of Studies of the Bank of Spain, within which he closely 

monitored the world and Spanish economic crises that he interpreted according to his 

business cycle theory.  

 

 The core of Bernácer’s business cycle theory was successively developed in a 

series of works published between 1916 and 19263. Bernacer’s starting point was the 

premise that in spite of the fact that production equals consumption in a series of 

temporal equilibriums, part of the production, similarly to the then contemporary 

“under-consumption” theories, is saved for enlarging wealth (Bernácer 1916: 86-88)4. A 

portion of these savings –those that had “maximum disposability”-, indeed, are liquid 

funds in the hands of consumers and businessmen awaiting for being invested in the 

productive sectors for buying commodities, real and financial assets or other assets –

public bonds or landed states for example- which finally does not switch back to the 

goods market5. It is precisely the alteration on the level of “disposable funds” what 

affects to the level of effective demand. Furthermore, in 1926 Bernácer distinguished 

between “goods market” –which has its own circuit of flow of money- and the 

“financial market”. Both markets had its own and independent circuit of flow of money 

                                                 
3 We go through Bernácer’s theoretical contributions guided by S. Almenar’s conclusive interpretation. 
Almenar, in high contrast with other historians who enthusiastically hold that Bernácer had anticipated 
Keynes’s General Theory, uses rigorously  historical and analysis that results in a correct and equilibrated 
interpretation of Bernácer’s contributions (Almenar 2001a). The confusion was fuelled by Bernácer 
himself who, during the 1940s and 1950s, reinterpreted his own contributions in the light of the advances 
that macroeconomics had experienced during the 1930s and 1940s. See a general account of Bernácer’s 
possible influence on Robertson and indirectly on Keynes in Boianovsky et al. (2006). 
4 In high contrast to Hobson, for example, Bernácer attributed over-saving to the ambition for wealth.  In 
fact, over-saving was caused, according to Bernácer, by the high levels of interest rate in the financial 
markets. Almenar has masterly demonstrated how Henry George’s land rent theory lies behind the  
premise of high levels of the rate of interest, which Bernácer attributed to the unlimited cash-flows 
generated by  land property  that influenced on the “market of lands” and on the rest of assets (Almenar 
2001a: 679-680).    
 5 In 1922, Bernácer introduced the crucial concept of “disposal funds” –money balances- which he 
classifies into three grades: “minimum disposability” or money demanded to meet consumption, “average 
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and such independence explains the economic cycle (Bernácer 1926: 173). On this 

respect, Bernácer’s approach might be interpreted in terms of non-equilibrium models.   

 

 During the 1930s, Bernácer made slight modifications to his business cycle 

theory. In 1931, shortly after Maynard Keynes’s Treatise on Money (1930) was 

published, Bernácer began to point out the similarities of Keynes’s approach with 

regard his model of business cycles and claimed to have forestalled Keynes’s findings 

and in particular the Second Fundamental Equation in the Treatise on Money (Bernácer 

1931: 286)6. Gradually, however, he began to pay attention to the international 

economic crisis in a series of articles published in the leading Spanish economic 

journals (Economía i Finances, Revista Nacional de Economía y Economía Española) 

and particularly in the weekly reports on the world conjuncture that he drafted as an 

assignment within the Board of Studies of the Bank of Spain between 1932 and 1936 

(Zabalza 2010; Martín Aceña 2000: 60). Such reports, in which Bernácer included 

information about the stock exchange, financial system, industrial production, foreign 

commerce and stocks, gold and silver prices, together with some theoretical thoughts 

about their evolution, are, without doubt, the most precise and prolonged follow-up of 

the international economic turbulences made in Spain at the time. The main economic 

and monetary events of the period are carefully analysed in the light of his business 

cycle model above described. Going through these reports, they reveal how Bernácer 

was well-aware of the severity of depression which, according to him, was not a short-

lived phenomenon. Similarly, he had clear thoughts about the origins and causes of the 

depression which pop up in different ways throughout the reports. Briefly, monetary 

causes –and consequently the operation of the Gold Standard- were not behind the 

depression which is explained by a shortage of consumption which was caused by 

growing savings. Such “disposable funds” in the financial markets, however, are 

hoarded and, consequently, they are not transformed into investment (Bernácer 1932-

1936, 1934). Hoarding, eventually, is responsible, according to him, of consumption 

guts, stocks oversupply, narrowing gap prices-cost –and consequently diminishing 

                                                                                                                                               
disposability” demanded by companies and “maximum disposability”, that is to say, the remaining money 
balances which had not any remunerative employment.    
6 Almenar has demonstrated how Bernácer’s claiming was slightly exaggerated as he did not employ a bi-
sectorial model as Keynes did. Nevertheless, there were some similarities like the above mentioned 
separation between “goods” and “financial” markets which had certain resemblances with the separation 
of the decisions of investment and savings as origin of disequilibrium or the explanation of prices by real 
variables in Treatise on Money had demonstrated it (Keynes 1930).  
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profits- and deflation, what leads to a pessimistic atmosphere that impedes economic 

recovery. Furthermore, countries are forced to protect themselves as a result of deflation 

–which develops into a vicious circle-, and protectionism in its many faces, which 

Bernácer interpreted in terms of economic war, is the main impediment to economic 

recovery. This idea is continuously repeated from 1932 to 1936 along his writings7. 

Real causes –among which Bernácer concede great significance to war reparations- are 

behind the depression.   

 

Bernácer, according to these reports, was not actually convinced about the 

possibilities of economic policy for beating depression. On one hand, traditional 

prescriptions like budgetary equilibrium or the preservation of Gold Standard monetary 

system contributed to stepping up deflation. Anti-cyclical policies, on the other, are not 

much more efficient for facing economic crisis. Monetary policy was in all ineffective, 

as the reduction of the rate of interest –and open market operations- does not guarantee 

growing investments in a context of negative expectations (Bernácer 1932-36, 28 april). 

On the other hand, he recognized that public investment –public works policies- might 

mitigate at first depression but he remarked that the burden of public debt and the 

possible crowding out effects on private investment would mitigate their initial boost 

(Bernácer 1934)8. The policy of growing wages, that he discussed in the wake of the 

International Labour Office Conference that debated about the 40-hour week in 1932 

and in various other reports, is considered to be sterile as it will lead to growing prices 

and not to the upswing of business profits and therefore of investment  (Bernácer 1932-

36). Such pessimism on the effectiveness economic policies for facing depression was 

actually consequence, in congruence with his model of business-cycle, of the growing 

weight of speculative movements in financial markets –which is separated from real 

markets- that characterized advanced capitalism. 

 

Bernácer, however, did not believe on the economic possibilities of statism but 

on the private initiative, which in some cases might be propelled by the State. On this 

respect, it is worth remarking his proposal of a public bank to gear savings towards 

                                                                                                                                               
 
7 Bernácer also stressed the monetary problem, but he pointed out how sterile expansive monetary policy 
is. Gold Standard is not -and in particular the scarcity of gold- the cause of depression, but in case of 
economic crisis, its obvious commercial advantages brought into much deep problems as the system is 
adopted in order to defend national markets (Bernácer 1932-1936). 
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efficient investments whether private or public9. Nevertheless, these particular solutions 

to specific problems did not definitively beat economic crisis and Bernácer’s pessimism 

led him to some kind of determinism when he pointed out that business cycle was an 

inevitable phenomenon that characterized capitalism. Furthermore, he prophetically 

predicted that depressions in capitalism had and end point in technical innovation –

which he considered to be improbable in the short-run- or wars (Bernácer 1932-36: 21 

april, 1936) 10. Summing up, these reports and some of the articles that he wrote during 

the 1930s give a new insight into Bernácer’s thought which reveals how his proposals 

of economic policy did not toy with demand management policies, what, at some 

extent, contrast with his reputation as a ground-breaker theorist and helps to a better 

understanding of Bernácer’s contributions during the 1930s11 .  

  

 Bernacer’s pessimism about the performance of free market economies was not 

an exception in Spain at the time. L.V. Paret, a civil servant and prolific writer on topics 

like taxation and monetary policy devoted an entire volume and several articles to 

analyze the relationships between monetary and real variables (Paret 1931, 1933, 1934a, 

1935). Paret had shown interest for business cycles as soon as in 1925. He was 

particularly interested in the redistributive consequences of deflation and inflation and 

demanded the implementation of a monetary policy based on the discount rate of the 

central bank  which evidenced the influence of Tract on Monetary Reform (1923) by 

J.M. Keynes (Almenar 2001: 804)12. As well as Keynes did, he professed scepticism 

towards Gold Standard, which evolved towards the disapproval of the system in the 

1930s. By 1931, the central thesis hold by Paret is that capitalism is characterised by a 

continuous disruption of economic equilibrium, which according to him is caused by the 

movements in the volume of credit that had negative consequences on the level of 

                                                                                                                                               
8 No multiplier effect of public works comes out of Bernácer’s reports.  
9 This policy remembers some proposals of under-consumption theorists.   
10 Bernácer defended enthusiastically the convenience of this policy for economic recovery in two articles 
published in the journal Economía Española (Bernácer 1934, 1935). In the reports of the Bank of Spain 
and in a later article in 1936, however, he expressed strong pessimism about the possibility of facing 
depression by means of economic policy. (Bernácer 1932-36).  
11 In February 1933, in the light of the proposal of the Preparatory Committee for the World Economic 
Conference to be held at London of buying –by the different States- silver as part of their metallic stocks, 
Bernácer suggested that something similar might be done regarding other real -and not financial- assets. It 
is clear that Bernácer had in mind that things were changing regarding the role of public expenditure, but 
it sounds like he had barely intuitive thoughts about demand management (Bernácer 1932-1936).   
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production (Paret 1931). Such fluctuations in the level of credit are originated, 

according to him by the requirements of the Gold Standard that tied credit to gold stocks 

and not to the actual level of economic activity (Paret 1933). The Gold standard indeed,  

according to him, is the mechanism that propelled the international spread of economic 

crisis, as a certain economic turbulence whatever were its origin –even the scarcity of 

gold- provoked the alteration of internal prices and the terms of trade, which redrew the 

stock of Gold and eventually the volume of credit.  

 

 Apart from this, Paret took on an under-consumption approach to economic 

crisis (Paret 1935). On this, Paret owes so much to the “purchasing-power” theorists 

such as Foster and Catchings and particularly to P. V. Martin, whose explanation of 

under-consumption was adopted by Paret13. Nevertheless, he disagreed with the 

possible solutions providing by these authors to the problem of under-consumption and 

in particular with the public works policy financed by loans borrowed by the central 

bank: he thought that this policy will have negative consequences on the rest of 

economic sectors, will not slow down unemployment, and will not shut down prices 

spiral (Paret 1935). Conversely, he took a step forward on his doubts and convincingly 

claimed for the abolition of the Gold Standard in order to eliminate at a stroke the links 

between money and gold. Namely, despite being one of the authors who had more 

closely monitored the evolution of the theoretical economic debates abroad and 

particularly Keynes’s writings, it sounds like if he had not noticed the evolution of 

Keynes’s thought during the 1930s, and he remained much closer to the policies 

proposed in Treatise on money.   

 

3.1.2.- Empirical methods and economic crisis   

 

Bernácer’s original contribution and Paret’s standpoint on business cycles were actually 

an isolated exception during the 1930s. In fact, they were not the result of an 

                                                                                                                                               
12 Despite Paret was not a scholarly economist, his writings demonstrated that he had a correct and 
profound knowledge of the advances of monetary theory. The same goes for his contributions to Public 
Finance (Zabalza 2004a). 
 
13 Despite Martin is now almost unknown, Hayek referred him together with Fosters and Catchings as the 
“purchasing-power” theorists (Hayek 1931). 
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institutional or academic development of economic theory in Spain14. Most of Spanish 

scholarly economists observed distantly the international economic crisis and the 

phenomenon of business cycles, but they have some thoughts about them which in some 

cases tried to arrange them within a theoretical framework. Despite lacking originality, 

these contributions are useful to asses the degree of convergence of the analysis of 

Spanish economists towards modern economic theory, and the gradual diffusion of the 

modern business cycles models in Spain.  

 

The most significant contribution probably was “La crisis económica y la 

organización de la producción” –The Economic Crisis and the Organization of 

Production- (1933) by the leading economist J.M. Zumalacárregui, who was not 

precisely a prolific author15. The essay gives an exhaustive analysis of the international 

economic crisis that included a historical analysis of the theory of business cycles and 

the study of the symptoms, causes and possible solutions to the crisis of the 1930s. 

Zumalacárregui moved through this array of questions abided by Konjunkturlehre 

(1928) and in particular Estructura y ritmo de la economia mundial -Structure and 

Rhythm of the World Economy- by the then director of the German Institute for 

Business-Cycle Research Ernst Wagemann (Tooze 1999)16. The detailed historical 

approach of business cycle theory -which actually was not available in the Spanish 

economic literature at the time- is fairly complete and gives an overview of the main 

theories from classical economists to the 1930s17. Particularly interesting is the account 

of the plurality of contemporary approaches to business cycles (historical, psychological 

and empirical) that stressed the crucial theoretical advances like the assumption of 

                                                 
14 On the contrary, when Bernácer developed his model in the 1920s, he was far away from the most 
distinguished Spanish economists and the academic circles in which political economy was taught in 
Spain. In fact, he never was accepted in scholarly circles. The same might be said about Paret.  
15 Zumalacárregui published some articles in minor periodicals and completed some unpublished report 
and consequently oral tradition has been the main source for interpreting Zumalacárregui’s economic 
thought. This essay, surprisingly, has been missed by historiography and only Zabalza (2005) and 
Almenar (2008) have called attention to about its significance. The essay was drawn out for being 
published in Catholic circles to balance out the prejudices of Social catholic treatises against economic 
science, which according to him, Social Catholics identified with the old economic liberalism of the 19th 
century (Zabalza 2005) 
16 Estructura had been translated into Spanish by M. Sánchez-Sarto in Labor publisher collection of 
economics. However, we suspect that Zumalacárregui consulted the German original edition. 
17 Three years later, Olariaga gave a new account of the theories of business cycle from an Austrian point 
of view (Olariaga 1936, 1936a). 
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periodicity and recurrence of business cycles and the foundation of centres of research 

for following-through economic variables18.  

 

His analysis of the economic crisis takes as starting point the crucial distinction 

of movements by Wageman between “changes in structure”- that are isolated and not 

recurrent- an periodical changes which he regards as compatible with the classification 

between trends and “periodical movements” (seasonal fluctuations -which had a fixed 

rhythm- and free rhythm changes), which in fact he pieced together –and defended to- 

with Harvard’s decomposition method. On this, Zumalacárregui was not actually 

wrong, as there were more parallelisms between Harvard’s approach and Wagemann’s 

classification than the German economist himself recognized19. Zumalacarregui’s 

account of the path of the economic crisis also follows Wagemann: from the ebbing of 

German conjuncture in 1927 and 1929, through the difficulties of raw materials 

producer countries and the American crisis, to the generalized deflation (Wagemann 

1933: 306-324; Zumalacárregui 1933: 666-670). Afterwards, he tried to shed light on 

the possible causes and explanations to economic crisis by taking on an empirical 

approach, which for him was the way for shedding light on the origins and determining 

factors of economic turbulences. It is, at least, paradoxical that the main supporter –

according to most of the available historiography- of neoclassical methodology assumed 

so clearly an empirical method for clarifying the causes of the economic slump of the 

1930s.    

 

The obvious eclecticism of Zumalacárregui’s approach – which, however, is 

continuously disavowed by him-, is much clear when he tried to make a statement on 

the different explanations of the economic crisis of the 1930s: monetary, 

overinvestment and sub-consumption theories of economic crisis and their respective 

supporters. In fact, he did not acknowledge any of them. But it sounds like 

Zumalacárregui, more than inclined for one or another statement on the economic crisis, 

aimed at stressing the crucial importance of empirical research and particularly the need 

                                                 
18 The emphasis given to Schmoller, Tugan Baranowsky, Juglar, Spiethoff, Mitchell, Person or the 
Harvard University Committee of Economic Research contribution to economic cycles seems the result of 
Wagemann’s influence on Zumalacárregui and not the result of any autonomous process of thought.  
19 Regarding the similarities of their methods it is possible to identify continuous changes with secular 
trends, discontinuous changes with larger irregular changes (closer in conception to changes in structure 
than to small random events). Fixed rhythm changes are, for example, seasonal fluctuations; and free 
rhythm changes are business cycles (Morgan 1990: 65).  
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of establishing a centre for economic research in Spain similar to those existing in other 

European countries that relied on an empirical methodology and were very influenced 

by both the Harvard Institute (Person) and the National Bureau of Economic Research 

(Mitchells) (Morgan 1990: 64)20. Both centres of research were profusely quoted by 

Zumalacárregui, but he was not interested in discussing about their respective 

advantages or weaknesses but on the appropriateness of the empirical method. 

 

Empirical methodology for determining the causes of depressions, indeed, was 

also demanded by J. A. Vandellós, head of the Institut d’Investigacions Economiques –

Institute of Economic Research- of the Autonomous Government of Catalonia21. 

Vandellós was a disciple of the Italian statistician C. Gini, who had adopted a neo-

organicist approach to economics from which he deducted that economic crisis was an 

unavoidable disease of the economic body which he called economic pathology. 

Vandellós have contributed to spread this approach in Spain when he make a book 

review of Ginis’s work and pointed out how such phenomena was expected as western 

governments had financed public deficit by issuing money.  

 

However, and despite he discussed different aspects of the economic crisis such 

as protectionism, over-production or the role of public works, he merely insisted about 

the difficulties for clarifying the causes of business cycles. As a matter of fact, he 

insisted on the necessity of empirical research as the only way for finding out the causes 

of economic crisis. As a matter of fact, he analyzed the particularities of the crisis in 

Spain and Catalonia, which he considered had a different path and origins of the world 

economic crisis. In doing so, he adopted Harvard Economic Service’s classification of 

the phases of business cycle, and admitted what he considered was the main finding of 

the American Institute: the path of the economic crisis which was first evident in the 

                                                 
 
20 However, asserting the absence of any centres of economic research in Spain was not entirely correct 
Despite it was not officially established, there were think tanks within the Board of Studies of the Bank of 
Spain supervised by O. Fernández-Baños that followed through economic variables during the 1930s, and 
within the Institut d’Investigacions Economiques at the heart of the regional government of Catalonia. 
Zumalacárregui, however, seems to suggest that such centres were at the service of their promoters like 
bankers, businessmen or politicians. The Bank of Spain was during the 1930s a private bank to which the 
State had attributed some functions related to monetary policy.  
21 Vandellós devoted a series of articles published in Catalan newspaper and in the Bulletin of the Institut 
to spread his interpretation of the economic crisis (Vandellós 1991).  



 14 

Stock market, afterwards in production and finally in prices (Vandellós 1991 [1931]: 

41, 105).  

 

3.1.3.- The crisis of agriculture as the origin  of the world economic crises of the 

1930s  

 

 Given the growing dimensions of the great depression, most of Spanish 

economists, obviously, had their own thoughts about its origins, causes and 

consequences and, in some cases they released information in disperse publications 

when they tackled different topics which demanded a certain approach to economic 

crisis. In general, they designed their interpretations elaborating thoughts on the basis of 

the analysis made by the main foreign economists and consequently they lack 

originality and restrained themselves not to give a general understanding of economic 

crisis but to stress some specific factors that they consider crucial in its development.   

  

 It is worth mentioning the importance given to the agricultural crisis by some 

agrarian economists such as M. de Torres or J. Vergara, both educated in Italy and 

followers of the Italian School of Agricultural Economics. Vergara based on statistical 

information released by the League of Nations and taken as starting point Simiand’s 

taxonomy of cycles between “intra-décennals” –less than 10 years- and “inter-

décennals” -equivalent to a Kondratieff wave of 50 years that was divided in their turn 

in two phases: Phase A or upswing and Phase B or downswing-, remarked the 

particularities of the international crisis of the 1930s (Vergara 1934: 682; Simiand 1933: 

21-22). More specifically, Vergara remarked, as Simiand did, that the economic crisis of 

the 1930s was the coincidence of two crises: the “intra-décennal” crisis” and the Phase 

B or downswing of “inter-décennal” crisis22.  Vergara characterised “inter-décennal” 

crisis as having a similar pattern: accumulation of stocks, falling prices, ebbing 

production that led to bankrupts, growing unemployment and many other turbulences. 

But he did not go into the theories that explain such short cycles. Conversely, and by 

means of the historical analysis of long waves from 1815 onwards concluded that the 

crisis had similar characteristics that the agricultural crisis of 1815-1834 and 1873-97, 

and unconvincingly deduced that the origin of the economic crisis was the falling down 

                                                 
22 A well as Simiand, Vergara pointed out how the downswing of the “intra-décennal” crisis is longer in 
Phase B. 
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of agricultural prices regarding industrial ones and the consequent loss of purchasing 

power in agriculture which eventually caused industrial unemployment and the 

deflationary spiral (Vergara 1934: 683-685).  

 

3.1.4.- Keynes and Austrian approaches and remedies to world economic crisis   

 

Keynes’s address in June 1930 at the Residence of Students (Madrid) had a wide impact 

in public opinion and fuelled the relative spread and influence of Treatise on Money 

(1930) in Spain during the 1930s albeit it was not finally translated into Spanish23. As 

soon as 1931 the engineer Bustillo made a synthesis of Keynes’s work and there are 

indications about the acceptance of monetary expansive policy by spme Spanish 

economists who supported its implementation by means of rate of discount management 

(Almenar 2001: 819). Even economists brought up in other traditions such as 

Fernández-Baños who had been highly influenced by the Italian Amoroso analysed the 

English economic crisis in Keynesian terms and suggested that the best way for facing 

depression was devaluating the rate of exchange together with selective protectionism 

(Fernández-Baños 1931)24.  

 

 Keynes’s approach and policies to economic crisis, however, were not 

uncritically accepted. L. Olariaga, who was educated in economics in Germany and had 

been in agreement with Keynes in many question during the 1920s and even had 

acknowledged numerous ideas from Treatise on Money, gradually shifted during the 

1930s towards the Austrian approach of business cycles as reveals his continuous 

quotations of Hayek and Mises’ contributions and his “prologue” to Hayek’s Monetary 

Theory and the Trade Cycle which had been translated into Spanish in 1936 (Olariaga 

1935, 1936, 1936a). Olariaga gradually became the main defender of free market and 

his explanation of the economic crisis -which he outlined as characterized by high levels 

of production and falling demand- converged gradually towards Austrian standards and 

in particular Hayek’s theory of overinvestment. On the other hand, he emphasized the 

importance of sticky prices as a consequence of certain rigidities in the markets like the 

                                                 
23 The address was published as the "Economic Possibilities for Our Grandchildren" in which Keynes 
remarked the severity of the economic depression.   
24 Later on, however, Fernández-Baños attributed the causes of depression to economic nationalism and 
tothe changes in the world economic structure during the 1920s (Fernández-Baños 1934: 30).   
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operation of trade unions, the cartelization of production and the intervention of the 

State (Olariaga 1933).    

 

 The possible remedies and economic policies implemented by different countries 

for facing depression were relatively discussed by Spanish economists. Particular 

attention was paid to the policy of public works. This debate was propelled by the 

publication of the report El Paro y las obras públicas –Unemployment and Public 

works-, originally published by the International Labour Office (OIT 1931). The report 

raised a great amount of interest in Spain because the advent of the Spanish II Republic 

brought along with it the end of the policy of public works expenses which had 

characterized the period of Primo de Rivera Dictatorship. Public works were widely 

supported as a mean for facing unemployment but mostly, with some exceptions, on the 

basis of the rationale used by economists during the 1920s. L.V. Paret was probably the 

single exception. He mentioned the existence of a mechanism that multiplied the effects 

of public investment which looked like the Keynesian multiplier and which he possibly 

had taken from a series of four articles published in The Times in March 1933 by 

Keynes entitled The Means to Prosperity (Paret 1935). As seen, Paret, paradoxically, 

did not believe in the efficiency of public works to overcome depression. Growing 

wages, which were discussed when the 40-hours week was put forward by Italy in the 

General Conference of the International Labour Organisation, displayed same level of 

consensus and most of them opposed such measure as a remedy to unemployment 

(Bernácer (1932-36); Paret 1935a). Finally, Gold Standard system was relatively 

discussed and despite there were different points of view, most of Spanish economists 

upheld that getting back to the Gold Standard would not solve the problems of the 

economic crisis.   

  

 Probably, what is more interesting of these thoughts is that they were an 

interesting indication of the level of diffusion of foreign economic ideas in Spain which 

in high contrast with the 1920s was actually dense and up to date25. I have found a wide 

number of quotations from Treatise on Money by Keynes, Booms and Depressions by 

Fisher or Prices and Production by Hayek and numerous mentions to the technical 

                                                 
 
25 For example, during the 1920s anachronistic handbooks by Supino, Ch. Gide or F. von Kleinwachter 
were used in the education economists.   
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advances of the different methods of measuring economic variables when Spanish 

economist tried to give an explanation of commercial crisis, which confirms how 

Spanish political economy gradually fitted with international standards during the 

1930s.  

 

3.2.- Spanish economic crisis interpreted by Spanish economists   

 

Spanish economists were well-aware of the relative isolationism of Spanish economy. 

The report Ritmo de la crisis económica española en relación a la mundial- Rythm of 

the Spanish crisis in comparison to the World Economic Crisis- drafted twice in 1933 

and 1934 by the Board of Studies of the Bank of Spain –in particular by O. Fernández-

Baños- was crucial for laying down a standpoint that held the lower-key severity of the 

internal depression and the independence of Spanish and world economic crises by 

1933 which was widely accepted by academics and by public opinion (Servicio de 

Estudios del Banco de España 1934)26.  

 

 Obviously, such a fact does not mean that Spanish economists missed the 

consequences of the Great Depression on the Spanish economy. Conversely, when the 

catastrophic effects of the economic crisis expanded on and finally the Spanish 

economy was also concerned with in 1934, Spanish economists paid growing attention 

to the alarming foreign economic conjuncture. Some of them –those who developed 

what became known as the “structural analysis of the Spanish economy-, contextualized 

these turbulences within the long-standing problems of the Spanish economy above 

described to which they gave much significance. 

 

3.2.1.-  The Spanish agricultural exports as the gateway of the Great Depression 

into Spain   

 

                                                 
26 Fernández-Baños used the method of barometers, as it was done in many others foreign centres of 
research for analyzing the economic conjuncture for following-up a wide number of real and monetary 
variables for finally concluding the separate way followed by both crises. The address given by 
Fernández-Baños in the headquarters of the main Spanish association of producers, which was published 
by the journal Economía Española, was actually very influential and profusely quoted in many articles 
and monographs of the period (Fernández-Baños 1934; Almenar 2001). Bernácer also followed-up the 
Spanish economy and undertake the drafting of tri-monthly reports during the period 1932-36, which I 
have not still consulted.   
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The analysis of the characteristics of the Spanish economic development and their 

endemic backwardness was the main topic tackled by some outstanding Spanish 

economists between the late 1929 and 1936. These economists approached the 

economic crisis through some kind of “structural” analysis which has been recognized 

as one of the main contributions to Spanish political economy during the 1930s. This 

tradition went back to Flores de Lemus and was continued by R. Perpiñá and M. de 

Torres who contributed during the 1930s to settle some kind of “national style” of 

approaching economic backwardness by means of a comprehensive analysis of the 

Spanish economy that introduced cross-sectorial, spatial and geographical analysis 

(centre-periphery; industrial-agricultural regions), based on some notion of national 

equilibrium of the Spanish economic sectors27. From our point of view, both Perpiñá 

and Torres attached importance to the external relationships of the Spanish economy28. 

In such a model the agricultural productions destined to be exported located in some 

parts of the Spanish periphery and in particular in Valencia played a crucial and 

‘forgotten’ role in the Spanish economy:   

 

‘The production of the agricultural sector of the Spanish periphery grows at the 
same pace than industry, and thus, it is able of absorbing the surplus of industrial 
production that the grain agriculture sector of the heart of the peninsula is not. The 
former, therefore, shapes the booms and depressions of industry inasmuch as it 
takes the surplus of industrial production up’ (Perpiñá 1982 [1936], 390). 

 

 Perpiñá points out the existence of a long-run mechanism that led towards the 

equilibrium of productive sectors29. The question is whether the point of equilibrium led 

to the reduction or augmentation of production and social welfare. Leaving aside the 

interesting suggestions made by Perpiñá, he pointed out the structural nature of the 

Spanish economic backwardness that demanded the shift of Spanish commercial policy 

                                                 
27 Broadly speaking, the Spanish economy was integrated by three sectors: the unproductive production of 
cereal and cattle raising located in the heart of the Iberian peninsula; mining, fisheries and irrigation 
agriculture which were productions devoted to the exportation of goods and mostly situated in the 
peninsula periphery; and industry located in the Basque Country (North) and Catalonia (North East). 
Flores de Lemus introduced such structure and both Perpiñá and Torres adopted it as premise of their 
respective diagnosis of the Spanish economic backwardness as well as their respective analyses on the 
spread of international crisis into the Spanish economy.   
 
28 Some historians have related such analysis to the Latin-American structuralism of the decade of the 
1950s (Velarde 1981; García Delgado 1981). Others clearly differed from this statement (Sampedro 1959: 
231-233) 
29 On Perpiñá’s concept of economic equilibrium see Zabalza (2008). 
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towards the promotion of exportation agricultural goods and industry, which, according 

to him, were the most efficient Spanish productive sectors (Perpiñá 1933).  

  

 Nevertheless, Perpiñá was well-aware of the possible consequences of the 

international economic crisis. In 1933, Unión Económica, the institution that grouped 

most of the regional and sectorial organizations of employers promoted a debate about 

the Spanish economic crisis in which different reports were discussed. The report by the 

Valencian institutions was drafted by Perpiñá himself at the time of the International 

Economic Conference that took held at London in 1933. The report pointed out how the 

economic crisis did not spread into Spain as the Spanish exportation products, mainly 

fruits and vegetables, had not experienced falling prices as raw materials did, and 

therefore, what Perpiñá called the “Spanish factor sensible to the international economic 

crisis” -that is to say the exportations of the agriculture sector- was not affected and 

Spain escaped from the crisis. Nevertheless, the report warned about the possible failure 

–which finally became a reality- of the International Economic Conference regarding 

commercial and monetary issues. In doing so the report analyzed the effects of a spiral 

of protectionism and defensive devaluations -and more in particular of the five countries 

(USA, UK, France, Italy and Germany) which totalized 66% of the Spanish exports- on 

the Spanish economy by means of using the model of equilibrium that Perpiná was 

gradually building up during the 1930s and finally ended in 1936. Later on, his 

predictions came into being: 

 

‘[the problems] to reach the equilibrium of the Spanish economy (which tends to 
re-establish the balance at a lower point of production) are the commercial barriers 
imposed by the great industrial countries to the main Spanish products. Some of 
these limitations seems to be reasonable given the reduction of purchasing power 
(crisis) of the industrial countries and the growing concurrence of countries that 
have better conditions of costs, but others are the result of economic policies like 
protectionism or the systems of colonial preferences of the European powers’ 
(Perpiñá 1982 [1936]: 379) 
 

M. de Torres was politically connected –he was a member of the regionalist party 

Derecha Regional Valenciana- to the economic interests of the producers of agricultural 

goods for being exported. As Perpiñá, he drew up a development model of the Spanish 

economy that took a generic idea of general equilibrium model in which Spanish 

productions and markets did interact with each others through prices. A crucial piece of 
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the model of interdependency was that high prices of agricultural products did not result 

in a real burden for industry as they contributed to increase the “purchasing power” of 

agriculture that eventually brought about the increase of the demand of industrial 

products (Torres 1933).  

 

Torres, based on this model of interdependency of Spanish productions through 

prices, analyzed the spread of international into Spain and how domestic key elements 

and institutional particularities contributed to worsening the economic crisis. As well as 

recent historical contributions and in same terms than Perpiñá, Torres correctly set back 

the impact in Spain of the international crisis to 1934 due to the depreciation of the 

Spanish currency and the characteristics of the international markets of the Spanish 

agricultural products, and attributed the spreading of the crisis into the country to the 

protectionist spiral and the devaluations of foreign countries in which Spanish 

exportations were sold30.  Consequently, together with Perpiñá –who as mentioned also 

defended the economic interests of the Valencia region- and in high contrasts to most of 

Spanish economist, he remarked the relevance of the difficulties found in the 

exportation products and the  consequences of the wave of protectionism that invaded 

the international markets.  

 

However, ideological differences –in particular Torres’a agrarian ideology- 

emerged and in contrast to Perpiñá, he attributed to Spanish industrial protectionism the 

growing barriers that the main industrialized countries were imposing to Spanish 

agricultural products. Despite in some cases both shared same points of view –this is the 

case of monetary stabilization at a level of rate of exchange policies that would favoured 

the increase of exportation goods-, in others they clearly disagreed and proposed 

opposing policies. The most relevant was Torres’s proposal of control of prices of 

cereal –the most unproductive sector of Spanish economy according to Perpiñá- and in 

general agrarian products that attempt to recover high levels of purchasing power in 

agriculture to reinstate the equilibrium of agrarian productions and which was in 

accordance to the rationale of his model of economic equilibrium. The recovery of 

                                                 
30 In particular, the system of “Imperial preferences” set up in the Imperial Conference of Ottawa in 1932 
together with the French system of quotas to foreign products by 1933 as a result of the persistence of 
maintaining the Gold bloc operated between France, the Netherlands, Switzerland and Belgium.  
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equilibrium, which would guarantee a higher purchasing-power for agriculture, would 

eventually guarantee social stability in the countryside and industrial areas.  

 

Control of agrarian prices, indeed, was one of the main proposals of the powerful 

agrarian groups of centre right and was widely debated after the copious harvests of 

1932 and 1934 that lead to overproduction and falling cereal prices. Economists such as 

J. Larraz or M. De Torres designed different projects of intervention of wheat market. 

Torres’ model in particular was completed after having analyzed a wide number of 

interventions of agrarian products in Canada, USA, Italy and many other countries, and 

without doubt, was the most analytically advanced of all the projects proposed in Spain 

for controlling prices (Zabalza 2004).   

 

3.2.- Institutional instability, economic policies and the Spanish economic crisis 

during the Great Depression (1929-1936)   

 

The governments of Primo de Rivera Dictatorship (1923-1930) had strongly promoted 

public works favouring the great industrial groups whose representatives took part in 

their main consultative and administrative bodies31. Such policy of expanding demand 

caused enormous public deficits –veiled by administrative procedures- whose 

consequences, like the drastic loss of value of the Spanish currency, was inherited by 

the emerging Second Republic. The first Republican governments tried to stabilize the 

Spanish currency by means of budgetary cuts policies that drastically reduced public 

works projects and through devoting huge amounts of gold to support the Spanish 

currency.   

 

 L. Olariaga, put particular focus on such problem when he tried to explain the 

Spanish economic crisis of the Republican period. Despite he acknowledged some 

impact of the international economic crisis by means of the reduction of revenues in 

freight charges and exportation of agricultural products, he emphasized the 

consequences of the drastic reduction of public works on the metallurgical sectors 

which caused growing unemployment in the main Spanish industrial areas (Olariaga 

1932). On this, Olariaga agreed with the representatives of these sectors (Adán 1934). 

                                                 
31 Similarly, by means of trade unions control the wages remained at a low level giving way to growing 
profits as prices were not reduced. 
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However, his support to recovering the old policies of public works are an example of 

economic pragmatism given the weight of these industries and despite he, as mentioned, 

disagreed with the interventionist policies and cartelization of industry. Therefore this 

proposal has nothing to do with any kind of demand management policies (Almenar 

2008)32.  

 

Together with the policy of reduction of public works Olariaga remarked the 

generalization of an unfriendly environment for business as a consequence of the 

growing social conflict that took held during the Spanish Second Republic which 

jeopardized the survival of capitalism (Olariaga 1934). This political instability and its 

economic consequences –in particular the negative atmosphere that disrupted 

investment- were emphasized by many other economists among which, is worth 

mentioning Fernández-Baños. Fernández Baños, who had completed in 1933 an 

outstanding empirical research in the Bank of Spain on the basis of the method of 

economic barometers, came up to the conclusion that the Spanish economy had not 

suffered the consequences of the international economic crisis (Servicio de Estudios del 

Banco de España 1934. Consequently, he remarked the negative impact of political and 

social instability on business confidence and thus, on investment. Therefore, economic 

policies should contribute to regain the business confidence environment by means of 

redistribution by taxes, growing wages, and polices oriented to create the conditions for 

recovering investment. Redistribution of income and property, indeed, was widely 

debated by Spanish economists in the light of two reforms implemented by Republican 

governments: the agrarian reform and the Income Tax.  

 

 Monetary and, particularly the exchange rate of the Spanish currency and the 

possible incorporation of Spain to the Gold Standard raised attention from economists 

the very year 1929. A wide number of economic journalists, civil servants, politicians, 

members of private economic institutions and the main Spanish academic economists at 

the time contributed in one way or another to the debate showing different points of 

view, policy proposals and supporting, in short, diverse theoretical backgrounds on 

monetary issues in what became the most debated economic question during the period 

                                                 
32 Olariaga also stressed the scarcity of credit which demanded a policy of rate of interest reduction. 
Similarly Olariaga demanded to promote private credit to industry and agriculture by means of budget 
reduction -that prevents from the competition of the State for credit- (Olariaga 1934).  
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1929-1936. Broadly, two main monetary theoretical backgrounds inspired Spanish 

economists: the purchasing power parity by Cassel –that attributed the depreciation of 

the Spanish currency to the deflation caused by the public deficit financed with 

expansive monetary policies-; and the so-called theory of balance of payments that 

stressed the influence of their main components on the exchange rate. The debate began 

in 1929, when a re-known politician wrote several articles criticizing the consequences 

of the exchange rate policy of the Dictatorship. For analyzing the problem was created a 

Commission led by Flores, who make a statement in the famous Dictamen de la 

Comisión del Patrón Oro –Dictum of the Commission of the Gold-Standard- that 

married both theories: the purchasing power parity theory for explaining the trend of the 

exchange–rate of the currency and the balance of payments theory for explaining the 

seasonal movements (Almenar 2001: 806). Dictamen that did not support the 

incorporation of the Spanish currency to the Gold Standard was actually influential and 

reference point for the debate during the 1930s. There were basically two proposals 

among Spanish economists: the revaluation of the Spanish currency and its stabilization 

to a reduced level which was defended by most of economists. As a matter of fact, most 

of Spanish economists do believe that the failed attempt of supporting high levels of 

exchange rate for the Spanish currency highly contributed to the isolationism of Spanish 

economy from the international crisis.  

 

4.-  The Spanish economists and the future of capitalism  

 

During the Spanish Second Republic abounded the debates on the future of capitalism 

and its possible alternative economic systems. These debates were boosted by the new 

cultural and intellectual freedom and the mushrooming of a wide range of organizations 

that overtly put forward the substitution of capitalism by other economic systems. 

Economists did also pay some attention to foreign doctrines and experiences like 

Quinquennial Soviet plans, New Deal policies and Corporatism. Obviously, the political 

and interest groups supporting  

  

 Corporatism was the most debated of them within the community of economists. 

Spain had experienced some kind of corporatism during the 1920s under Primo de 

Rivera’s Dictatorship (1923-1930), but few economists took part in the implementation 

of the economic policy during this period. In fact, most of them denounced its 



 24 

consequences on the structure of the industry which became controlled by a group of 

reduced oligopolies and the negative effects produced by the budgetary policy used to 

advantage these industrial groups. Therefore, during the 1930s the members of Falange 

Española did not refer to the experience of Primo de Rivera Dictatorship but moved 

their attention towards Italian corporatism (Sánchez-Hormigo 2008). Nevertheless, 

corporatism did actually arouse the attention of economists after the approval of the 

fascist Law on Corporations in 1934 (Zabalza 2001)33.  

 

The first reliable news about Italian economic corporatism arrived to Spain 

indirectly, through La economía corporativa fascista doctrinal y práctica –Fascists 

Corporatist Economy. Doctrine and Practice- (1934) by L. Rosenstock-Frank and Los 

Fundamentos Económicos del Fascismo -The Economic Foundations of Fascism- 

(1934) by P. Einzig, who was fascinated by the economic changes that had taken place 

in Italy since 1934. The latter, which included Carta del Lavoro in an Appendix, was 

positively received by M. de Torres, who had already expressed his enthusiasm for 

some aspects of the Italian Corporatist doctrine and practice. Nevertheless, such 

reception was not always positive and other economists such as J. Prado Arrarte or 

Olariaga, who had been influenced among others by Austrian economics, emphasized 

the economic absurdity of such system of economic organization (Prados-Arrarte 

1934a; Olariaga 1936b). Torres, indeed, was, without doubt, the responsible of the main 

–and perhaps only serious- critical reception and application of corporatist economic 

theory during the 1930s. He had adapted the general equilibrium theory to the Spanish 

economy inspired by some of the Italian corporatist economists, which had defined the 

“national economic equilibrium” as a position that they considered much more 

convenient from the point of view of its social utility—or more exactly, from the 

perspective of what they referred to as “national” economic goals—than the equilibrium 

of free competition (Perillo 1982). Therefore, the national economic equilibrium or “the 

equilibrium of national productions” defined and promoted by Torres for the Spanish 

economy is basically what Italian corporatist economists called “corporatist 

                                                 
33 According to Payne, the newly-founded National-Syndicalist Spanish Party -Falange Española- which, 
in some aspects, was quite similar to other European fascist parties, though it had its differences, 
prevented the introduction of Corporatism into Spain. Some of the reasons were probably its vague 
ideology and the absence of any relationships with its Italian and German counterparts (Payne 1986: 46). 
Nevertheless, Sánchez Hormigo has shown how in periodicals like La Conquista del Estado there was a 
debate about the political and economical changes that experienced Italy. But Spanish economists, with 
some exceptions like Bermúdez-Cañete, stayed away from (Sánchez Hormigo 2008).  
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equilibrium”, which enclosed normative and extra-economic components (Torres 1935: 

242)34. Torres, however, did not drift away from the core elements of neoclassical 

epistemology such as the “homo oeconomicus” that assumes the principle of self-

interest, which in the most radical versions of corporatism was replaced by what they 

referred to as “homo corporativus”, which assumed national economic goals (Guidi 

2000). By contrast, Torres believed that the interventionism of the State through price 

control policies was enough to move self-interest towards general interest—the latter 

being represented by the economic equilibrium that satisfies the national economic 

goals above described. Moreover, it is important to note the influence wielded by 

Serpieri upon Torres, who had taken Barone’s theory of equilibrium as a model, and, 

had applied it to the agrarian markets, making room for the interventionism of the State 

without shedding doubt on the free operation of the market and the role of private 

initiative35. Furthermore, as mentioned, Torres’ agrarian ideology that considered the 

moral superiority of agriculture on industry which was so common in fascist Italy, was 

also inspired by Serpieri 

 

 Corporatism also raised attention from other economists such as J.M. 

Zumalacárregui and O. Fernández-Baños. The analysis of economic crisis by 

Zumalacárregui above described ended with a discussion that introduced a question 

related to the core of his conservative thought and ideology, from which emerged some 

kind of anti-capitalism. Namely, he connected economic crisis to the cultural crisis of 

western societies, and to the consequences of the growing predominance of self-interest 

in economic relationships, which he set out in Social Catholic terms (Zumalacárregui 

1933: 715)36. In particular, he pointed out to the moral deficiencies of capitalism as it 

was a system based on greed what, according to him, led to the crisis of the liberal 

economic system. Apparently he did not make any explicit defence of corporatism when 

he gave an account of the different economic systems, but years later he seems to have 

adopted part of the core of economic corporatism as he defended the subordination of 

                                                 
34 On the different approaches to economic equilibrium by Italian economists see Faucci (1990).      
 
35 On this particular point, the parallelism with authors such as A. Breglia should be remarked, as he 
defended the intervention of prices to favour certain groups and characterized the corporatist market as an 
institution in which absolute freedom prevails on the demand side and prices are controlled on the supply 
side (Faucci 1990: 15; Breglia 1934: 392-393). 
 
36 There are, without doubt, resemblances of the conservative Der Untergang des Abendlandes (1922)- 
The Downfall of the Occident-, by the German thinker O. Spengler.  
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particular interests and markets to the “national economy” -or “national interests”- and 

the need of implementing an economic plan. Fernández-Baños’ works, indeed, show 

some indications that relate easily to moderate corporatism. He observes the effects of 

the conflicts between capital and labour on economic cycle and the reduction of such 

conflicts through the promotion of harmony among social classes (Fernández-Baños 

1939). In fact, Zumalacárregui and Fernández-Baños seem to have drafted a report in 

1938 on the basis on which the Spanish economy should be reconstructed within what 

they called the “New State” that demonstrated how they moved gradually towards some 

kind of economic planning (Almenar 2008: 90). Most other economists particularly as 

the 1930s went by, made a move towards corporatism and rejected free market 

capitalism. On this respect, it is significant that a group of Catalan economists saw 

Corporatism as the way of overcoming economic crisis (Roca 1996) 

  

 Economic planning, indeed, and in particular the plans of the National  Industrial 

Recovery Act promoted by President F. D. Roosevelt spurred the reception of the 

Austrian School of Economics in Spain37. L. Olariaga was who first –and profusely- 

analyzed the consequences of the American economic recovery plan in a series of 

articles and a monograph. Olariaga, who interpreted New Deal as a spiritual crusade 

that tries to change the materialistic foundations of American capitalism into new moral 

principles, put focus on the role of the State and markets in capitalistic societies when 

he distinguished between ordinary economic measures for facing depressions and 

extraordinary policies that invaded private business sphere (Olariaga 1935a). The 

different aspects of New Deal like monetary and social policies or prices control are 

carefully analyzed by Olariaga in the light of such distinction, concluding that the 

recovery of prices and employment had nothing to do with the different policies 

implemented by Roosevelt Administration. Conversely, it was the result of the massive 

fiscal effort of the State38. Despite Olariaga did not totally reject the need of “giving a 

boost” to the American economy, he pointed out how sooner or later the huge effort of 

Rooselvelt’s financial interventionist would face the risk of paralyzing private business 

                                                 
37 Roosevelt’s New Deal experiment had a wide impact in many spheres of the Spanish public opinion 
which was fuelled by the freedom of speech during the Spanish Second Republic as American 
transformations became part of the political debate. In fact, public opinion was divided over the New 
Deal (Arroyo 2001). 
 
38 The so-called Plan Fisher was also critically analyzed by Prados-Arrarte (1934) 
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and would lead to socialism. Such criticism is connected, as mentioned, to the gradual 

adoption by Olariaga of the Austrian approach to economics in the mid-1930s.  

 

 Olariaga’s criticism, as far as we know, was shared by most of Spanish 

economists at the time (See for example De Miguel 1934). Even G. Bernácer, who had 

expressed his doubts about the ability of the free market for reaching equilibrium held 

overt criticisms towards Roosevelt’s experiment (Bernácer 1932-1936). On this respect, 

significant enough was the publication, promoted by the economist R. Carande in 1935, 

of El programa económico de Roosovelt which was the Spanish translation of The 

economics of the Recovery Program by a group of economist from Harvard 

(Schumpeter, Chamberlin, Mason, Brown, Seymour, Leontief and Taylor) containing a 

criticism of New Deal policies that had a certain international impact among economists 

that rejected economic planning (Schumpeter et al. 1935)39. In fact, this is the first 

attempt by a body of professional economists to give a strictly scientific statement of 

the administration’s recovery program which in fact was frankly negative.   

 

Most –if not all- of the economists here studied defended –in one way or 

another- private property and the foundations of free market economies. Obviously, 

Soviet Russia economic planning experience was seen distantly –but not always 

negatively- in contrast with the enthusiastic and wide reception of such experience 

among left-wing political parties40. However, as time went by, and revolution became 

feasible in Spain, some economists paid growing attention to Soviet Russia and two 

articles on this topic by Leontief were translated into Spanish from Weltwirtschaftliches 

Archiv (Leontief 1936, 1936a). J.M. Tallada made the most detailed description of the 

economic problems that had to face the first Soviet governments (Prices scissor or 

overinvestment) and identified the deficiencies of the system of economic incentives as 

the main problem of socialism. Startlingly -given Tallada’s proven economic liberalism 

-, however, he recognized some positive aspects in the Soviet experience in the sphere 

of intervention (Tallada 1935) 

 

5.- Concluding remarks 

                                                 
39 Einaudi tried to publish this work in Italy for backing the rejection of economic planning.   
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The confluence of the great depression, the advent of the Spanish Second Republic, the 

growing community of economist, the public relevance of economics and the boost 

given to the institutional development of political economy make of the 1930s a great 

period for the history of economics in Spain. In such a context, analysis of the 

international crisis, debates on the foundations of capitalism system and a wide range of 

issues related to the specific problems of Spanish economy were tackled with growing 

analytical standards. In doing so, the period 1930-1936 involved the up-to-dateness of 

the circulation of international economic ideas in Spain after a long period of 

isolationism.  

  

 Most of Spanish economists were well-aware about the depth and great length of 

the international economic crisis, and its consequences. Pluralism characterized the 

interpretation of world economic crisis and was, therefore, an indication of the grade of 

maturity reached by political economy in the 1930s. Some analyses of depression by 

Bernácer and Paret –both remaining aloof of scholarly circles- pointed out towards a 

tendency of some disruptions in the system of equilibrium of markets in the sphere of 

under-consumption theories and Keynes. Others such as Olariaga or Prados-Arrarte, 

inspired by Hayek and Mises, defended the ability of markets for achieving equilibrium 

by themselves. Therefore, with the obvious differences in analytical level and 

originality, the debate on the performance of free market economies also had some 

repercussions in Spain.  

 

Most of Spanish economists, according to modern historiography, interpreted 

correctly the severity of depression and the extent to which affected Spanish economy. 

Nevertheless their analyses reveal how they contextualized its effects within the secular 

problem of Spanish economic backwardness and its structural causes. Therefore, their 

proposals included monetary and fiscal policy but also structural reforms. All together, 

and despite the growing attention paid to the new advances on economic theory and 

policy, demonstrate how in the 1930s some kind of “national style” of approaching 

economic problems was preserved.  

                                                                                                                                               
40 In fact, in 1931 was completely translated into Spanish Das Kapital. I have left aside of this work the 
analysis of communist, and particularly, the anarchist movement which, on the other hand, was 
significant enough during the 1930s in Spain.   
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Most of Spanish economists of the period were committed defenders of private 

property and attributed to private initiative the main factor of economic progress. 

However, as a consequence of the depression, some of them gradually evolve towards a 

new attitude with respect to capitalism and economic liberalism. In particular, some 

right-wing economists, which were mainly inspired by Italian corporatism, emphasized 

the structural weaknesses of capitalism, and demanded a “third way” of organizing the 

economic system based on the substitution of personal interest by the “national interest” 

which obviously would introduce a wider economic interventionism of the State. 

Similarly, modern approaches defending the operation of the market –in particular 

Austrian economics- seeped through in Spain during this very period.  
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