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1. Introduction 

Many of the books referred to in this essay were originally read with the intent of researching 

the war for What Remains. In the course of my research, I became fascinated by the splits 

among the left wing groups which had formed a Popular Front government and were engaged 

in fighting the Nationalists, led by General Franco. While much of this research did not 

directly affect the plot of What Remains, it changed my perception of the war, especially 

from the perspective of the foreign volunteers, and informed the characters’ experience of the 

conflict overall.  

This essay offers a brief summary of the main events and ideological conflicts of the civil war 

(a history within the context of writing the novel and the discovery of key questions and 

themes) for any reader unfamiliar with the general background of the war. It then goes on to 

examine the way that the internecine fighting between left wing groups not only jeopordised 

the Popular Front but also undermined the ideal for which they were fighting. The 

relationship between politics and religion is examined as a way of comparing and contrasting 

the idealism of the Republican volunteers with the religious faith of the Nationalist rebels. 

The ultimate disillusionment of many of the foreign volunteers and the way this is portrayed 

is explored through an examination of participants’ accounts, both in the form of oral history 

and memoir. Lastly, the essay looks at some creative representations of the conflict, both 

contemporary and current, and their critical reception.  

The massive influx of foreign volunteers to fight against Franco’s forces was inspired by the 

concept of the Spanish Republic as a socialist democracy, a workers’s state concerned with 

improving the lot of the working classes. This reader’s companion to What Remains 

examines the process of researching the Spanish civil war, my exploration of the passionate 

political beliefs that inspired the volunteers, the way this faith was undermined by the 

divisions among the Republican factions, and how this has been represented in contemporary 

and current film and literature. This is an essay about truth, what happens when there are too 

many truths, how truth and idealism are uneasy bedfellows and how the job of the historical 

novelist is to choose what to believe and what story to tell. 



2. La Pasionaria   

There is a statue down by the Clyde, facing south across the river; the fibreglass figure of a 

woman standing on a rectangular plinth, supported by a pedestal. There is no softness in her 

features or figure. Her face is composed of angles and planes, her head and chest thrust 

forward, her fists are clenched in the air and her hair streams back over her shoulders. There 

is a sentence below her feet: Better to die on your feet than to live for ever on your knees, 

along with a name, Dolores Ibárruri, and the words, La Pasionaria. The monument was 

commissioned by the International Brigade Association of Scotland, and produced by the 

working class, Liverpool based sculptor, Arthur Dooley. It was unveiled on 5th December 

1979, forty years after the end of the civil war, six years before I was born.  

I first saw this statue aged eight, walking across the bridge into the city centre with my 

mother. I remember asking what the statue was, impressed by the defiance of her pose, the 

bravado of the line. Since then I have probably walked by La Pasionaria hundreds of times on 

my way to work, and my feelings towards the statue have gradually changed over the years.  

When I was younger I regarded her with a feeling of awe and admiration. She seemed an 

impossibly bold and romantic figure. After the beginning of my research on the Spanish civil 

war, she seemed like an old friend, familiar from photographs of Dolores Ibárruri in books, 

speeches and the accounts of her addresses to crowds in civil war Spain. It was strangely 

comforting to think that an awareness of the war existed in the streets of my own city as well 

as in my head, a connection between that time and my time. But as my research progressed, 

my suspicions of the Communist party of which she was a figurehead grew. The discovery 

that her son had been sent to Russia for the duration of the war undermined somewhat the 

defiance and bravado of her slogan. I had become wary of slogan-makers, and I had read the 

speech in which she said:   

The Trotskyists have long been transformed into the agents of fascism, into the agents 
of the German Gestapo… And everybody will see this when the trial begins against the 
P.O.U.M. leaders who were caught in their spying activity. The Trotskyists must be 
rooted out and destroyed like wild beasts. (Reid, 2007) 

I’d read about the torture and execution of Andre Nin, the POUM leader, at the hands 

of the Soviet secret police in Spain; the death of Bob Smillie, a student of Glasgow 

University, who’d been flung into prison by the same police and had died before he was 



released1; the foreign volunteers who slept rough in Barcelona to avoid being arrested while 

they were trying to find a way out of the country. When I passed the statue I felt 

uncomfortable about my earlier feelings of admiration, foolish, as if I’d been tricked.  

On the steel pedestal under the monument, there is an inscription which reads: The City of 

Glasgow and the British Labour movement pay tribute to the courage of those men and 

women who went to Spain to fight fascism 1936-1939. 2100 volunteers went from Britain. 

534 were killed, 65 of whom came from Glasgow. Seventy six years have passed since the 

beginning of the conflict, but I feel an affinity with those men and believe their story is still 

relevant and important today.  

Whenever I happen to walk past the statue of La Pasionaria now, Ken Loach’s comment on 

the Spanish civil war comes to mind: 

There’s been this great force that could have changed things, could have changed the 
world, and it’s always been misled and sidetracked and obscured and obfuscated and 
led up a cul-de-sac. And the Spanish experience shows it very clearly; crystallises it. 
There have been several great opportunities in this century for the people to inherit the 
earth, and that was one of them. 

The war is often described as ‘the last great cause’, and this sense of the Spanish civil 

war as a time of missed opportunity, of the Spanish Republic and the revolution as 

humanity’s great experiment unrealised, pervades the subsequent creative interpretations of 

the conflict. Similarly the idealism that shines through in contemporary accounts shows that 

the participants too, at least at first, believed the world was about to change. 

1 There is some controversy surrounding the death of Bob Smillie. It is believed that he died of appendicitis. 
While it seems that he did not die as a result of his treatment at the hands of his jailers, his death would certainly 
have been preventable had he been given access to medical treatment.  



3. Researching What Remains

My first introduction to the Spanish civil war came at the age of fifteen, in the form of a 

module on my Higher History course. I remember hardly anything of what we were taught in 

terms of facts and figures; I was, however, left with a few vivid impressions of the war. We 

spent an entire lesson learning about Guernica one afternoon, but the facts of the atrocity - 

1654 people killed and 889 wounded (Thomas 1961: 419) - didn’t stay with me. Instead I 

retained the image of a single oak tree, symbolic of the rights of the Basque people, left 

standing amid scenes of apocalyptic destruction. The same is true for the rest of the module. 

My memory of those lessons is comprised of snapshots: singing Italians surrendering to their 

countrymen; women taking up rifles and building barricades; an army of soldier-poets, 

making their way to Spain from all over Europe and further to fight for freedom. This type of 

historical vision is discussed in the opening pages of The Past Within Us, Tessa Morris-

Suzuki’s examination of the representation of history in the mass media:  

It is the snippets of vision and sound – seconds of newsreel, stark caricatured faces – 
that continue to frame our picture of the past even when the details of the 
accompanying narratives have been forgotten. (Morris-Suzuki 2005: 4) 

During the MLitt course I went to a writing workshop run by the Playwrights Studio 

and led by Rona Munro. Part of the discussion was her process of finding something to write 

about. According to her, the key is to combine what you’re interested in with what you know 

about. In the example she gave, the Tudors were an interesting subject for her and she had 

just been the unwilling partner in an acrimonious divorce, so her next project was a play 

about Catherine of Aragon. Walking home after the workshop, on the basis of half-forgotten 

history lessons, I decided that the novel I wanted to write would be set during the Spanish 

civil war.  

I knew that a more robust understanding of the history was essential before beginning and so 

I went to the library. I typed Spanish civil war into the reference computers and wrote down 

titles, authors, reference numbers. Up in the history section I picked the books off the shelf, 

histories of the Spanish civil war by Antony Beevor, Paul Preston and Hugh Thomas. There 

were facts, figures, locations, dates, meetings, rebellions, battles, elections, party politics, 

influential generals and politicians. As a reader, I consumed those books with an avid 

curiosity, but as a writer I was left unsatisfied. I understood the broad frame of the war and its 



progression but only from a distant, present day perspective. This gave me a factual outline 

within which to set my story, but the more I read, the more removed from me the war 

seemed. The scholarly language acted as a sponge, soaking up my fascination with the 

period, leaving me with a drier, more academic interest. When I look back now, I realise that 

what interested me about the war, from the start, was role of the International Brigades, and 

the idea that anyone would go to fight for a political belief. I was looking for the reason, the 

motivation for that kind of faith. I didn’t find it in the history books, but I did learn about a 

strange episode that I had no memory of from Higher history – the May fighting in 

Barcelona. I read about it with horror – I had found the most destructive manifestation of 

political belief. I had been looking for the reasons for faith but instead I found the reasons for 

disillusionment.  

3.1 The first days of war 

The Popular Front government, before the uprising, was composed of politicians from a 

broad sweep of left wing ideologies. This loose coalition of republicans, democrats, socialist, 

Catalan separatists and communists united the left wing vote in the 1936 elections (the 

Anarchists of the CNT trade union and the FAI organisation remained outside the Popular 

Front, but encouraged their members to vote for the coalition) and made it possible for the 

Popular Front to oust the right wing government of the previous two years. However, it left 

them ill-equipped to tackle the uprising of army generals, backed by sections of the middle 

class, the landowning classes and aristocracy and supported by the Church, which took place 

on the night of July 17th, 1936, into the morning of July 18th. 

As the rebels rose in town after town, the left wing leaders and working class 

organisations were clamouring for arms to defend the Republic. The government’s initial 

reaction to the rising was one of indecision, believing it would be confined to Morocco, 

despite the rebels’ success in Seville and throughout Andalusia. The government attempted to 

oppose them through constitutional means, turning to the forces of law and order – the Army 

and the Civil Guard – who were with the rebels. Arming the trade unions and left wing 

parties, the only forces capable of resisting the rising, was an irrevocable step. The rising 

would be crushed but the prime minister Casares feared that arming the workers would also 

lead to a left wing revolution. Unable to make a decision, he resigned on the night of the 18th.  



A new administration was formed, composed of middle class liberals from 

Republican parties. The socialists, anarchists and communists put aside their differences for 

the moment to throw their support behind the new government, which immediately took the 

decision to arm the people. By the evening of 21st July, roughly a third of Spain was in the 

hands of the rebels, but the workers had crushed the uprising in the remaining two thirds.  

 

3.2 Two Spains emerge 

 

On either side of an uncertain front line which ran right across the country, two very different 

Spains emerged in the days after the rising.  

Nationalist Spain took on a distinctly military character. Martial law decrees replaced 

laws passed by the Republic. Left wing newspapers were closed down and all political parties 

banned. Private travel was banned and taking part in strikes was a capital offence. All 

Masons, all members of Popular Front parties, all trade union members and in some places 

everyone who had voted for the Popular Front were arrested, and many executed. Church 

congregations swelled in size, as anyone not attending Mass regularly was suspected of 

having ‘red’ sympathies. Arthur Koestler describes the atmosphere in August 1936 in Vigo, a 

town near the Portuguese border where the rising had been successful.  

 

He notes, during his hour’s walk through the town, that it is chock-full of troops – 
Legionaries, Carlists, Falangists, but no Moors: that all the taxis and private cars are 
labelled “Requisitioned”; that all the young people wear a yellow armlet with the letter 
“M” – mobilisado; that the civilians slink timidly along by the walls, and that scarcely a 
single woman is to be seen out in the streets…He reads the notices posted up in the 
cafes: “You are requested not to talk politics,” and hears people talking in hushed 
whispers – for there are spies everywhere… (Koestler 1937: 20) 

 
While the impartiality of Koestler’s account of Nationalist Spain is certainly 

compromised by his membership of the Communist party, the restrictive atmosphere is 

confirmed by less partisan journalists.  

 

Sir Percival Phillips, a senior foreign correspondent for The Daily Telegraph, which 
was favourable to Franco, left Salamanca for Lisbon in disgust after a short time, 
complaining that the foreign press corps in Nationalist Spain was treated like ‘fancy 
Cook’s tourists dragged around by a guide, or a bunch of schoolgirls under the 
guidance of a mistress’…Sir Percival claimed that in all his war reporting he had never 
experienced such ‘chilliness’ from military officers, who in Spain ‘dislike the press and 
want them banned’. Even officers to whom he had been introduced socially might 



shake the correspondents hand but would then ‘immediately turn their backs’ in order 
to show their disdain. (Keene 2001: 74) 

 
 The atmosphere of fear among the civilians, described by Koestler, is brought up 

again and again in Blood of Spain, an oral history by eyewitness participants, put together in 

the early 1970s by Ronald Fraser.  

 

The instinct of self-preservation. Imagine what it’s like, day after day, to go out into the 
street, light a cigarette, walk to the café and act as though nothing is happening. For if 
you don’t show your face you become an object of suspicion. Only by acting as though 
everything is perfectly normal can you show that you are above suspicion. You fear that 
if you hide your knowledge about someone else you will be executed; you hope that if 
you inform, your life will be spared. By becoming part of ‘normality’ the terror 
contributed to maintaining an appearance of normality. (Fraser 1979: 168) 

 
 However, at the time, the reports filtering out to the outside world were of a New 

Spain, evolving under authoritarian leadership and based on traditional values. The initial act 

of rebellion was the only revolutionary aspect of Nationalist Spain - its purpose was to 

establish a dictatorship, protect the status quo for landowners and maintain the influence of 

the army and the Church. The fascist trappings of the regime were little more than a useful 

tool for ensuring the support of Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy.  

 

Republican Spain, on the other hand, was in the midst of a left wing revolution. In the first 

days after the rising Madrid seemed a revolutionary city. The workers of the socialist UGT 

and the anarcho-syndicalist CNT had held the city against the rebels and, as a large part of the 

traditional governmental structure was composed of the middle and upper classes and 

suspected of sympathising with the rebels, it fell to the trade unions to reorganise the 

Republic while the workers organised themselves into militias. However, once the militiamen 

left for the front, the revolutionary aspect seemed to evaporate. The communists, behind the 

UGT, were preaching a moderate, non-revolutionary, disciplined approach to war in the hope 

of ensuring middle classes support for the Republic’s resistance. Once the UGT was firmly in 

charge, Madrid appeared a city at war, not in revolution.  

 Outside Madrid, however, the revolution was in full swing. Over the months 

following the outbreak of civil war, agricultural collectives sprang up in villages all over 

Republican territory. In Barcelona workers’ committees took over the management of 

industry. The kitchens of the Ritz were turned into a public canteen for those in need. 

Political banners and posters were everywhere and everyone dressed in ‘proletarian’ garb. 



The exhilaration felt is famously described by George Orwell in the opening of Homage to 

Catalonia. Worth quoting at length, this description goes some way towards explaining the 

rush of foreign volunteers who signed up to fight for the Republic.  

The aspect of Barcelona was something startling and overwhelming. It was the first 
time that I had ever been in a town where the working class was in the saddle. 
Practically every building of any size had been seized by the workers and was draped 
with red flags or with the red and black flag of the Anarchists; every wall was scrawled 
with the hammer and sickle and with the initials of the revolutionary parties; almost 
every church had been gutted and its images burnt. Churches here and there were being 
systematically demolished by gangs of workmen. Every shop and café had an 
inscription saying that it had been collectivised; even the bootblacks had been 
collectivised and their boxes painted red and black. Waiters and shop-walkers looked 
you in the face and treated you as an equal. Servile and even ceremonial forms of 
speech had temporarily disappeared. Nobody said ‘Senor’ or ‘Don’ or even ‘Usted’; 
everyone called everyone else ‘Comrade’ and ‘Thou’ and said ‘Salud!’ instead of 
‘Buenos días’. Almost my first experience was receiving a lecture from a hotel manager 
for trying to tip a lift-boy. There were no private motor cars, they had all been 
commandeered, and all the trams and taxis and much of the other transport were 
painted red and black. The revolutionary posters were everywhere, flaming from the 
walls in clean reds and blues that made the remaining few advertisements look like 
daubs of mud. Down the Ramblas, the wide central artery of the town where crowds of 
people streamed constantly to and fro, the loudspeakers were bellowing revolutionary 
songs all day and far into the night. And it was the aspect of the crowds that was the 
queerest thing of all.  In outward appearance it was a town in which the wealthy classes 
had practically ceased to exist. Except for a small number of women and foreigners 
there were no ‘well-dressed’ people at all. Practically everyone wore rough working-
class clothes, or blue overalls or some variant of the militia uniform. All this was queer 
and moving. There was much in it that I did not understand, in some ways I didn’t even 
like it, but I recognised it immediately as a state of affairs worth fighting for. (Orwell 
2000: 4) 

These two Spains, one frightening and oppressive, the other jubilant and ‘free’, made a 

strange contrast. It seemed that after the outbreak of the civil war, depending on whether the 

rising had succeeded or failed in a particular town, ordinary people suddenly had to negotiate 

two very different types of existence.  

3.3 European reactions to the conflict 

Outside Spain, the civil war divided opinion, on a European and domestic level. From the 

first days of the war, Germany and Italy provided the Nationalists with arms, artillery, tanks, 

aeroplanes and men. France’s popular front government under Leon Blum initially supported 



the Republic and agreed to sell them arms, but under pressure from Britain withdrew their 

support in favour of a Non Intervention pact. However the working classes in Britain and 

France were overwhelmingly in favour of supporting the Republic, and the Non Intervention 

pact, openly flouted by Germany and Italy, created a great deal of frustration and anger 

among the left wing movement. The Labour party in Britain, to the shock and disappointment 

of its supporters, did not argue for intervention, and the Communist Party, as directed by the 

Soviet Union, emerged as the only political party which would act to aid the legally elected 

government of Spain.  

 

In the first months after the war there was a stream of foreign volunteers into Spain. As much 

as they were going to fight for the Republic and the socialist ideals it seemed to represent, 

they were also going to fight against something. Many of them were German or Italian exiles 

who saw the war as a chance to fight against the fascism that had taken grip in their own 

countries. British volunteers had a similar perspective. ‘Spain was a warning of what would 

happen to all of us. If we let Spain go, then it would be our fate, too, to go to war.’ (Arthur 

2009: 81) Mosley’s Fascists had been gaining support in Britain, as had O’Duffy’s Blueshirts 

in Ireland, and the civil war was viewed as an ideological conflict, a chance to stamp out 

Fascism before it spread any further across Europe. ‘I thought there was a danger Ireland 

would go Fascist, and that was one of the motivating factors in making up my mind to go to 

Spain. I didn’t know much about Spain – but I certainly knew that my thoughts were that 

every bullet I fired would be against the Dublin landlords and the capitalists.’ (Arthur 2009: 

177) Again and again, in survivors’ accounts, the same sentiments crop up. ‘The Spanish 

could have beaten Fascism, and could have stopped Hitler and Mussolini. I know it sounds 

idiotic to say so – we might even have averted or avoided the Second World war.’ (Arthur 

2009: 244) 

 
In the opening chapter of Homage to Caledonia by Daniel Gray, an examination of 

Scotland’s contribution to the Spanish civil war, this theme again appears.  

 

If, ran the consensus, fascism was not defeated in Spain, it would soon have to be 
defeated on an unknown and unparalleled scale at home instead; ‘Bombs on Madrid 
today means bombs on London tomorrow’ became a common slogan. (Gray 2008: 26) 

 

While many of the volunteers saw themselves as defenders of democracy, there were also 

many, especially the more politicised volunteers, who believed they were fighting to build a 



new society for workers: ‘We are comrades in a great campaign, co-workers in a magnificent 

enterprise and a determined team of builders in the work for the Socialist 

Commonwealth.’(Gray 2008: 34) In The Distant Drum: Reflections on the Spanish Civil War, 

Claud Cockburn, a volunteer, describes the Republican forces as ‘fighting to protect not only 

what they had but what they hoped for.’ (Toynbee 1976: 46) 

 

3.4 Militias vs Popular Army 

 

There was an enormous swell of cooperation between the various left wing groups in the first 

days of the rising, all differences being put aside in order to defend the Republic from the 

Nationalists. However as the Republic settled down to fight what was to be a protracted civil 

war, fundamental disagreements arose within the Republican leadership about the manner in 

which the war should be waged against Franco’s forces. The anarchists believed that war and 

revolution were inseparable whereas the communists insisted the focus should be on 

defeating the Nationalists. This conflict of opinion distilled itself in the quarrel over the 

militias (a revolutionary army, the perfect tool for fighting a revolutionary war) and the 

Popular Army (a traditional army, more appropriate for putting the revolution to one side and 

concentrating upon defeating Franco.) 

The communists had grown rapidly in size and influence from the first days of the 

war. There had been a surge of middle class Republicans who, alarmed by the anarchists’ 

revolutionary ardour and reassured by the communist preaching of discipline and moderation, 

had signed up to party membership. The communists had gained control of the UGT in 

Madrid and Barcelona, as well as the new united Socialist party in Catalonia (the PSUC). 

Crucially, as the Soviet Union was the only country sending arms in any large numbers to 

Spain, the communists had control over the supplies of weaponry. The Soviet Union sent 

officers and generals over to Spain to coordinate the war and they remained in Madrid in 

October when the government moved to Valencia.  Their levels of organisation along with 

their links to the Soviet Union meant that they exerted an influence disproportionate to their 

size and their calls for a conventional army to resist the Nationalists were eventually 

successful.  

The traditional army was under Franco’s command. No group existed to resist them 

and so in the first days of war the militias were formed out of necessity rather than design. 

The bulk of the militia forces was formed by the UGT and the CNT, though there were units 



from all political parties. The POUM were a small anti-Stalinist communist party whose main 

support was in Barcelona. At the start of the war they had raised their own militia who were 

engaged in holding the Aragon front. Along with the anarchists and the left socialists, the 

POUM believed that the militia were the perfect tool for fighting what was in their view a 

revolutionary war. There was no hierarchy and all militiamen drew the same pay. The 

officers were elected democratically and all actions were discussed by the group. There was a 

conviction that the morale of such an egalitarian army would prove crucial in defeating an 

army of mercenaries and conscripts.  

The communists disagreed. The Madrid government and politicians from centre 

parties were advocating a conventional army to resist the Nationalists and the communists, in 

accordance with Soviet directives, supported them, aware that it would be easier to gain 

control of a centralised command.  

The way dependence of Soviet assistance was manipulated to inflate the influence of 
the Spanish Communist Party exacerbated the Republic’s greatest weakness; the 
interminable and violent polemics between its various factions as to how the war 
should be fought. (Preston 1991: 103) 

Spain, Betrayed is a collection of previously inaccessible documents retrieved from 

former Soviet state and party archives which are concerned with the Spanish civil war. 

Among these documents there are reports from the many Communists in Spain, sent to 

Moscow, as well as explicit instructions from Moscow back to party members who were 

supposedly serving the Republican government. In a very early missive from Moscow to 

Spain, dated 23rd July 1936, the issue of the militias is raised.  

It is necessary to create a people’s Republican army and to attract to it all of the officers 
and generals who have remained loyal to the Republic. But to put in a people’s worker-
peasant militia in place of the army actually means to follow a different line. That is a 
different policy. (Radosh 2001: 12) 

Almost from the beginning of the war the communists disagreed with the anarchist 

ideology and approach to war embodied by the militias. They did however believe in the 

importance of a unified front, as we see in a secret report by André Marty, a strict Stalinist 

and International Brigade commander, in October of 1936 to the Soviet Union: 

We must carry out as energetically as possible a campaign for realising the unification 
of workers and all people. We must strengthen discipline and bring about unified 



command…To fight with them [the anarchists] in the face of fascism – this would be 
the end. (Radosh 2001: 53) 

A unified command would also be easier to infiltrate and eventually control. 

Chillingly, he goes on to add ‘after victory we will get even with them, all the more so since 

at that point we will have a strong army.’(Radosh 2001: 55) 

3.5 The ‘civil war within a civil war’ 

We quite well understand the source of the hatred which is felt toward our Party; but 
we want the fact burned in letters of gold in the mind of every worker and every 
peasant that those who fight against the Communist Party, however picturesque the 
banners behind which they hide, are enemies of our revolution and of our people. (Reid 
2007)  

These were the words of La Pasionaria on August 10th 1937, three months after the savage 

fighting in Barcelona between the communist and government forces on one hand, and the 

anarchist CNT and the POUM on the other. The crisis lasted for five days, from 3rd May until 

8th May, and the spark that caused it was the attempt by the government, as the CNT 

perceived it, to gain control of the Telefónica.  Within a couple of hours, all the political 

organisations had brought out their hidden weapons, taking over important buildings and 

constructing barricades. Attacks and counter-attacks were made on government buildings. 

Machine gun and rifle fire came from the rooftops, grenades and handmade bombs exploded 

in the streets. This state of warfare continued over the next five days, before a ceasefire was 

eventually agreed upon. The official estimate of the casualties was 400 killed and 1000 

wounded. (Thomas 1961: 183)  

There is debate over the intention of the government as regards the Telefónica, but 

there can be no doubt that the communists exploited the sudden conflict to discredit and 

destroy the POUM. As an anti-Stalinist left communist group who rejected the Moscow line, 

the POUM were perceived as worse than fascists for their refusal to join the Popular Army. 

‘The transformation of the Republican government from a true Popular Front to a liberal 

façade for the Russian-controlled faction of the Spanish communist party’ (Bolloten 1968: 4) 

is nowhere more apparent than in the aftermath of the May days in Barcelona. The 

communist ministers in the Popular Front government exerted pressure on Largo Callabero, 

the prime minister, to outlaw the POUM and arrest its members. With the Republic 



dependent on the Russian supply of arms it would have been politic for Callabero to go along 

with the communists, but he refused and was promptly replaced with Juan Negrin who 

proved more amenable to communist demands. Within three weeks the POUM’s newspaper, 

La Batalla, was closed down. The party was declared illegal on the 16th June and its 

headquarters in Barcelona turned into a prison for ‘Trotskyists’ and ‘social fascists’ by the 

communists. The members of the POUM were hunted down, arrested and imprisoned by the 

NKVD-controlled secret police.  Once in prison they were subject to torture and execution. 

This was all overlooked by the government who, under communist pressure, was prepared to 

sacrifice the POUM if it meant ensuring a continuing supply of Russian arms. The worker’s 

Republic, as a result of this Faustian pact, was proving itself to be as totalitarian and as 

ruthless when it came to wiping out internal critics and opponents as the Fascist government 

they were battling against.  

 

After the fighting – more particularly after the slanging match in the newspapers – it 
was difficult to think about this war in quite the same naively idealistic manner as 
before. I suppose there is no one who spent more than a few weeks in Spain without 
being in some degree disillusioned. (Orwell 2000: 103) 

 

When I read about the events of May 1937 and the ruthless suppression of the POUM 

afterwards, it filled me with horror. I had a romantic, idealised vision of the Spanish civil war 

but these events undermined everything I had thought about the Republican forces. I began 

reading veterans’ accounts, memoirs and oral histories of the Spanish civil war in order to 

understand the effect these events would have had on those who had supposedly signed up to 

fight for liberty and against fascism. My interest before had been in the idealism and faith the 

volunteers would have needed in order to sign up for a war in a country which most of them 

had never been to. After reading about the fighting behind the lines in Barcelona, however, I 

became curious as to how this would affect the faith of the men who had signed up to 

supposedly fight for liberty. The actions of the Communist Party seemed totalitarian and 

repressive in the extreme – everything that these men were fighting against. If I had become 

disillusioned merely through reading about it, I could only imagine the effect it would have 

on the participants. I became interested in the idea of disillusion, and looked for evidence of it 

in the accounts of the men and women who had been involved in the war.  

 

 

 



4. Crusaders and the God that failed: politics and religion in Spain 

 

In the beginning, it was possible to describe the struggle simply as one between 
democracy and fascism, between progress and reaction, between the past and the future. 
But now it has broken through these bounds and become transformed into a holy war, 
into a national war, into a defensive war of the people who feel that they have been 
betrayed and that their deepest sentiments have been wounded. (Bolloten 1961: 103) 

 

This excerpt is from the August 18th edition of Mundo Obrero, 1936, and shows how the 

language used by the left wing to describe the conflict was changing, couching political 

beliefs in terms usually associated with religion. The Nationalists had described the conflict 

in this way from the beginning, portraying themselves as the defenders of religion: 

 

We are fighting for God, for our land and for our dead…It has always been Spain’s 
providential and historic mission to save the civilised world form all dangers: expelling 
moors, stopping turks, baptising Indians…Now new turks, red and cruel asiatics, are 
again threatening Europe. But Spain, today as yesterday, opposes them, saves and 
civilisation. Because this is a holy war, a crusade of civilisation… (Fraser 1979: 154) 

 
This characterisation was of course reinforced by the violence against clergy and the 

church-burnings carried out in Republican territory. The conflict was framed as a crusade, 

and priests within Spain exhorted their congregations to enlist in the Nationalist forces and 

gave the armed struggle their full support:  The Bishop of Cartenga  preached ‘Blessed by the 

cannons if the Gospel flowers in the breaches they blow open.’ (Arthur 2009: 177) and this 

was a common sentiment. While there can be little doubt that the Nationalists cynically 

exploited their self appointed role as defenders of the faith, many of their soldiers truly 

believed that they were fighting a holy crusade. ‘The Carlists had risen to defend religion; 

there would have been no rising if the republic had not persecuted religion…religion was the 

crux of the matter; the war in Navarre was a crusade.’ (Fraser 1979: 71)  Even after the 

fighting had begun to take its toll, this kind of language was still used: 

 

The evidence of war was soon visible in the streets of Pamplona, as of every other city, 
which filled with war-wounded: men without legs, arms, blind…It was horrible, and 
yet mothers didn’t often cry at the deaths of their sons – the war was a Crusade; their 
sons had gone to Heaven and that was their consolation. ‘Chica, how fortunate you are, 
you already have a son in heaven’ was a remark one often heard… (Fraser 1979: 311) 
 

Undoubtedly the burning of churches and the killing of priests was sacrilegious and 

horrifying for people with such deep and fervent Catholic faith. Inside the Republican zone 



the church-burnings were sometimes interpreted as an expression not against faith per se but 

against the power and corruption of the Church. This was obvious even to outsiders – Jason 

Gurney, a member of the International Brigades, remarks upon it in his memoir, Crusade in 

Spain: 

 

A great many people abandon the Church of their fathers but few of them feel any 
violence against it…In talking to village people in many places, the principal charge to 
made against the clergy was of practising hypocrisy in many forms…the Church 
appeared to be totally identified with every kind of suffering and oppression. It had 
become the scapegoat for every sin of omission or commission by the ruling caste. 
(Gurney 1974: 61) 

 

The image of the burned down churches generates the question of what we achieve 

when we burn down religious spaces, close down cultural spaces, deny social spaces. Are we 

physically denying the ideas of the past? Do these actions function as a refusal of tradition?  

Maurici Serrahima, a lawyer and a member of Unio Democratica, a small Catalan Christian 

democratic party, explains. 

 

I always maintained that, deep down, these burnings were an act of faith. That’s to say, 
an act of protest because the church was not, in the people’s eyes, what it should be. 
The disappointment of someone who believes and loves and is betrayed. It springs from 
the idea that the church should be on the side of the poor – and isn’t. (Fraser 1979: 153) 

 

 This view was shared by Father Alejandro Martinez, a Madrid priest who was arrested 

at beginning of the conflict and imprisoned throughout. He suggested that the working classes 

had turned on the clergy not because of what they had done, but what they had failed to do: 

‘Ask yourself if that is not why we’re all here: for not having done anything. If we had done 

what we ought to have done many years ago, perhaps we wouldn’t be where we are now…’ 

(Fraser 1979: 421) 

 

 Even some of the priests on the side of the Nationalists viewed their self appointed 

role as defenders of the faith with some cynicism. 

 

From the start the capitalists were on Franco’s side. Religion doesn’t reject capitalists; 
but when it is they who rush to the defence of religion, then all I can say is that Jesus 
Christ knew what to make of it…To maintain that defence of religion was the cause of 
the war is an untruth. (Fraser 1979: 417) 

 



 Often the initial support for the rising among the clergy in Nationalist territory was 

undermined by the scale of repression to which they were witness: 

  

The reason was the assassinations. They were totally unjustifiable. Even worse, they 
were being ordered and condoned, if not actually carried out, by people who declared 
the uprising a crusade, who came out wearing religious insignia, scapularies and 
détentes. On the other side it may have been worse, but there the assassinations weren’t 
being carried out in the name of religion. (Fraser 1979: 417) 

 

 However, the disquiet felt by many priests was not vocalised, and officially the 

Church openly supported the rising. Outside Spain, where these contradictions in the 

behaviour of the Nationalists were not apparent, the language of crusades issued freely from 

pulpits in Britain and Ireland and undoubtedly had an effect. The vast majority of the 

Catholic working class, who otherwise might have supported the Republic, instead 

sympathised with the Nationalists. Religion was given as the main reason for enlistment 

among the Irish Brigade, a group of 670 Irishmen who volunteered to fight for Nationalist 

Spain (Keene 2001:119). A history of that group is in fact titled The Irish and the Spanish 

Civil War, 1936-1939: crusades in conflict.  

 

The use of this imagery of crusaders was not confined to the Nationalists. The left wing also 

characterised their cause as a crusade, and during my research I came to understand their 

fervent political ideals as another kind of faith. Inside Spain, anarchism, communism, trade 

unionism, socialism, were replacements for a Church that had proven itself to be corrupt, and 

the defence of the Republic provided a new myth. 

 

Then, for the first time on earth, from every land, men who lived near by and men who 
lived thousands of miles away, men from countries where it’s hot and men from 
countries where it freezes – all who were brave and unhappy shouldered their guns and 
started marching, marching, marching... 

And they understood in their hearts that Our Lord was living there, among the 
poor and the oppressed ones of the earth. And so, from the ends of the world, they 
marched in, all who knew poverty well enough to die fighting against it; some had 
guns, and those who hadn’t guns had their hands anyhow, and one after the other they 
came and lay down on the soil of Spain...And when the slaughtering had gone too far 
and the last company of the poor had set out on the march...a new Star rose above them. 
(Malraux 1979: 180) 

 

However, the passionate political faith that characterised the supporters of the Republic made 

the conflicts among the left wing as bitter as any religious differences, undermining any 



notion of fraternity or a common cause, and taking its toll on the idealism of the foreign 

volunteers. A high percentage of the men who went to Spain were Communist party 

members. However, there were also many men of different political persuasions, and some 

who were not particularly political but merely anti-fascist. There were prisons, camps and 

labour battalions for those who deserted, refused to obey orders or challenged the command. 

Alec Marcovitch, a Glaswegian communist who challenged the party line, ended up in a 

correction camp in Spain and described the other inmates as ‘all men of integrity, all men of 

profound political conscience, all men with backgrounds in the revolutionary movement.’ 

(Hopkins 1998: 262) For many of the volunteers the Communists’ increasingly tight control 

of the International Brigades was not only unwarranted, it was also exactly the type of 

totalitarianism that they had supposedly come to fight against.  

4.1 Veterans’ accounts 

The first book I read was Voices from the Spanish Civil War, a collection of interviews with 

veterans of the conflict which relate their personal experiences in Spain. Recorded in the late 

70s and early 80s, each interview followed the same basic framework of questions on the 

following subjects: reasons for volunteering; their journey to Spain; their training, uniform, 

equipment, diet; the other volunteers they met in Spain; the Nationalist forces they were 

fighting against; battles or campaigns in which they were involved; wounds and deaths; 

bombing; the Spanish population; their return home and their involvement in the second 

world war; retrospective views of their experiences in Spain and how they were affected by 

it.  

These recollections were electrifying to read after the history books upon which my 

research had previously been focused. The war came alive for me, and among the veterans’ 

memories I found details I would never have known about otherwise, which proved 

invaluable in the writing of Michael’s narrative in What Remains. After my research on the 

May days in Barcelona, however, I was puzzled to find no mention of it at all in several of 

the accounts. In a few of the accounts it is alluded to in opaque terms and throwaway 

comments. Tom Clarke, who was made a political commissar during the war, mentions the 

May days in the briefest of terms – ‘the POUM caused a lot of trouble in Barcelona.’ 

(MacDougall 1986: 64) In John Londragon’s account, Barcelona is again briefly mentioned 

but the details are wrong: ‘There actually was an incident that took place in Barcelona, in 



which the Anarchist headquarters had to be raided by the Government troops to bring better 

order to the province.’ (MacDougall 1986: 178) 

Only two of the veterans go into the situation in any detail; Hugh Sloan and Tom 

Murray. Both were members of the Communist Party of Great Britain. In Hugh Sloan’s 

account, he describes the POUM as:  

 

...an ultra-revolutionary group that had broken away from the Spanish Communist 
Party, mouthing ultra-revolutionary slogans and causing obstructions to the unification 
processes that were needed to fight the war. We knew it as a Trotskyist-type party that 
was open to any kind of provocateur to enter and create situations of difficulty for the 
Spanish authorities. (MacDougall 1986: 198) 

 
 
Tom Murray volunteered at the beginning of 1937 but was considered too valuable to 

the party to be sent to Spain. He joined the International Brigades early in 1938 and was 

made a political commissar. Again, in his account, the blame for the events in Barcelona is 

placed squarely on the POUM: 

 

The terrible crime of the POUM in my view was that they tried to foster the idea that 
this was a revolutionary war. It wasn’t a revolutionary war. It never had any signs of a 
revolutionary war…I think it was a great tragedy that at a certain period in the struggle 
there was fighting behind the lines, instigated in my view by those who believed that it 
was a revolutionary struggle. And this has got to be clearly understood: it wasn’t a 
revolutionary struggle. (MacDougall 1986: 325) 

 

It seems incredible that of the twenty veterans, only five veterans mention the May 

fighting, and of that five, four lay the blame for events on the POUM, when, as seen above, 

the violence was sparked by the actions of the government and the POUM were only one 

faction of the forces that opposed the government. However, the high number of veterans 

who were either members of the Communist Party or the Young Communist League at some 

point – seventeen out of twenty – must be taken into account. One veteran, Eddie Brown, was 

a member of the Communist Party before and during his time in Spain. Before he joined the 

Communist Party, however, he was a member of the Independent Labour Party, the party 

loosely affiliated with the POUM. He is a little more circumspect in his description of the 

events in Barcelona: 

  

We went through Barcelona very quietly because of the fact that there were 
disturbances there. Well, they reckoned that it was the POUM…And what had taken 
place I really don’t know…We werenae told anything by those in charge of us what 



was going on in Barcelona. It was only afterwards that ye actually began to see the facts 
and know the facts. After we had arrived in Albacete and places of that description you 
knew then that there had been something going on. And it came to you in the news 
always how it leaks out. (MacDougall 1986: 109) 

 

 This comment hints at an awareness, among at least some of the International 

Brigade, of the evasions and omissions by those in charge.  

 

In The Distant Drum: Reflections on the Spanish Civil War, a collection of written accounts 

of the war edited by Philip Toynbee, an ex-Communist who visited Spain during the civil 

war, there is much more discussion of the infighting among the Republicans and the role 

played by the Communist Party in Spain. Toynbee’s own reflection on the war consists of 

reproducing passages from the diary he kept at the time and then evaluating these extracts in 

light of his subsequent rejection of the Communist Party and its actions. This must be taken 

into account when looking at his choice of contributors, whose accounts are far more critical 

of the Communist Party than those of the contributors to Voices from the Spanish Civil War. 

J.R. Jump, who fought in the International Brigades, describes the scene when the execution 

of two soldiers is announced to the men. 

 

They had been tried by court martial for cowardice, desertion and Trotskyism and 
sentenced to death. The sentence had been carried out the next day…All the men were 
listening intently, but their faces were expressionless. When they were finally 
dismissed they did not walk away immediately but stood there, still staring, as though 
they could not believe what they had heard…We had heard the work “Trotskyist” many 
times. It was synonymous with ‘defeatist’ or ‘fascist’. A Trotskyist was one who 
claimed to be antifascist but, because he did not accept the current political line of the 
Republican government, was in fact said to be helping Franco by destroying the unity 
of the Republicans. (Toynbee 1976: 112) 

 

 Jump’s distrust of this dogmatic language is clear in this excerpt, as is the shock and 

dismay of the other International Brigadiers. Another contributor, T.A.R. Hyndman, details 

his own treatment at the hands of the Communists: 

  

I knew nothing, except that I was becoming almost paranoid concerning the 
Communist party…In Valencia we were arrested…It was a steady progress through 
jails, camps, then more jails…And the visits by commissars with their questions. Were 
we fascists? Were we Trotskyists?- even worse in their minds. Who did we meet in 
Valencia? It seems unbelievable, but don’t forget that this was after May 1937 when the 
communists, aided by the civil guards, mopped up all their critics and separatists, 
fellow anti-fascists. (Toynbee 1976: 127) 



Another contributor, John Bassett, described the more general cynicism that had set in 

among the International Brigade as the war went on:  

They were tough, and very cynical and scarred by bullets, shrapnel and lanced boils. 
All their idealism was gone. One day, I was waiting in the queue for comida when a 
stranger came along, crying, ‘I hear there’s somebody just out from London!’ Smiling, 
I gave him the clenched fist salute. He simply called me a bloody idiot, and moved on 
without another word. (Toynbee 1976: 134) 

4.2   Crusade in Spain by Jason Gurney 

The following four accounts of the war are by Jason Gurney, a radical, George 

Orwell, who was a socialist, Arthur Koestler, a Communist who left the Party because of its 

actions in Spain and Stephen Spender, a journalist. Orwell and Gurney fought with different 

units on different fronts, Koestler was in Spain as a journalist. Stephen Spender was also in 

Spain as a journalist, and worked in Britain to raise awareness during the conflict. All had 

different experiences of the war, viewed from different perspectives, and yet their accounts 

all have one thing in common. Each account starts from a position of faith in the Republican 

cause, and charts their movement from idealism to disillusion as a result of their experiences 

in Spain.  

Jason Gurney’s account of his time in Spain, published in 1979, makes a claim for its fair-

mindedness and neutrality in the opening pages, an apologia which makes sense in the 

context of the fiercely fought over history of the war. 

Most personal experiences of the Spanish civil war were set down during or 
immediately after the event, usually by dedicated Communists or by ex-Communists 
who had quarrelled with the Party or become disillusioned. Under these circumstances, 
it was inevitable that their writing was heavily coloured by a wish to make propaganda 
or as an apologia for their actions. A large part of this writing was a farrago of nonsense 
which has, nevertheless, passed into the mythology of the war as established fact…I 
have tried to set down my personal experience of the period as accurately and 
objectively as possible. Politically I am still no more than an old-fashioned radical and I 
am too old to have any personal axe to grind. (Gurney 1974: 13) 



The opening chapters are a discussion of Gurney’s political development as a young man. He 

had been aware of inequality as a teenager, but only when he heard a street corner speaker 

advocating an idealistic socialism did he see the injustice of the way society was ordered. ‘I 

experienced all the symptoms of true conversion, in the religious sense of the word. I would 

give my life to this fine and noble cause of human brotherhood.’ (Gurney 1974: 22) He goes 

on to detail his reading, moving from Christianity to eastern religions to psychology. He 

attempted Das Kapital, but found it ‘incomprehensible’. Searching for a political ideology 

which would offer the solution, he described the Labour party as discredited in the 30s. He 

‘had a tremendous admiration for the energy and initiative of the Communist Party’ (Gurney 

1974: 23) but was not temperamentally suited to being a Party member and disliked the 

quasi-religious nature of their politics.  

They were tremendously bureaucratic and earnest to the point of absurdity, so that any 
hint of levity was treated like farting in church. In addition they were always right. 
There were never two ways about anything. They had studied the works of Marx, 
Engels and Lenin, which held the correct answer to any subject under the sun, and that 
was the end of the matter. Since they believed this as implicitly as any of the most 
bigoted religious sect believed in their Scripture, the Party was not for me. (Gurney 
1974: 24) 

However he supported their activities, and political debate and discussion became an 

important part of his life, so important, in fact, that he decided to sign up for Spain. The 

Communist Party were recruiting volunteers, and arranged his journey. Like Orwell, he was 

overcome upon his arrival in Barcelona. 

What was exciting was the glorious feeling of optimism; the conviction that anything 
that was not right with society would assuredly by put right in the new world of 
universal equality and freedom which lay ahead. It may have lacked realism, but it was 
heady stuff to a young man who was by nature a romantic, and I drank deeply of it. I 
felt that these men really were my comrades as I had never felt amongst the Communist 
bureaucrats at home, and I was positively sure that I had done the right thing in coming 
to Spain to help them in their struggle. (Gurney 1974: 49) 

However, this new found identification with the Communist cause was not to last for 

long. Gurney felt his first stirrings of unease when he arrived at Albacete. His group were 

given a long speech by André Marty, described by Gurney as a ‘sinister and a ludicrous 

figure…he was quite literally mad at this time.’ (Gurney 1974: 54) As one of the most 

prominent Communists in Spain and the chief political commissar of the International 



Brigades, this impression would not have inspired confidence in the leadership of the 

Brigades. Gurney was dismayed by the absence of military knowledge on the part of the 

commanders and the lack of equipment and arms, and disgusted by the contrast between the 

privileged existence of the command staff and the squalid, disorganised billets for the troops, 

the dirty, inefficient cooking arrangements and the lack of any sanitation. He became close 

friends with Party members but found himself unable to accept their dogmatic political views 

which were incompatible with his own ideas of morality: 

Nothing is good or bad absolutely, but only in terms of whether it is good or bad for the 
Revolution….To a large extent I think that this may be true, but I doubted whether the 
social revolution produced by this method would be one under which I would care to 
live; in any case I knew that I personally would never be able to convince myself of the 
justice of this point of view. (Gurney 1974: 74) 

This was not a theoretical issue. Gurney found himself in the position of being a 

Marxist without being capable of becoming a Leninist, ‘and this, in the Communist mind, put 

me perilously close to becoming a Trotskyist…this was a serious dilemma for I found that I 

was liable to be regarded as an enemy in my own camp.’ (Gurney 1974: 74) A crushing 

realisation for a man who had felt himself among men who ‘really were my comrades’, 

fighting for a cause in which he passionately believed but under leadership which he 

distrusted and which regarded him as an enemy.   

These feelings only grew stronger as the war got underway. Before his group saw any 

action, a commander was accused of being a Franco spy and executed. ‘It was all rather 

daunting to our unfledged idealism’.(Gurney 1974: 82)  These doubts persisted with each 

badly planned battle, needless loss of life, unkept promise, and chaotic communication. The 

resulting search for scapegoats and their executions as enemy agents further encouraged his 

growing disillusion and, according to him, caused a lot of fear and suspicion within the 

British Battalion. The May fighting was the nail in the coffin. 

It was at this time of general demoralisation at the Front that we got news of the POUM 
revolt in Barcelona. It was impossible then to discover the truth about these events, but 
they served to heighten the feeling that the Communists were in control of the 
situation…The official Party now produced a mass of palpably absurd 
propaganda…There were the wildest rumours, spread officially and 
unofficially…There was no source of information that could be trusted and everyone 
became uneasy. (Gurney 1974: 143) 



Stationed on the Jarama front, Gurney became increasingly demoralised: ‘The 

nobility of the cause for which I had come to Spain was clearly a fiction.’ (Gurney 1974: 152) 

The totalitarian and repressive actions of the Communist controlled Brigade staff were the 

cause: ‘We had reached the position where individuals suddenly disappeared from circulation 

and it was unwise to ask about their whereabouts…What distressed me most was the 

continuous spate of false propaganda and lies.’ (Gurney 1974: 161) On a broader scale, the 

Communist domination of the Republican structure had brought the revolution to a halt, and 

with that decision, the ordinary soldier’s motivation for fighting had suddenly been removed. 

‘Everything that the mass of Republicans thought they were fighting for was cancelled out.’ 

(Gurney 1974: 176) 

Gurney ended up desperate to get home and when he described the experience of 

being wounded and invalided out, it is with an overwhelming sense of relief. There is no 

suggestion that he was sorry to leave Spain, describing his experience as a nightmare upon 

his return to London. His memoir is a chronicle of a journey from idealism to complete 

disillusion, and yet, in the final pages, he expresses absolutely no regrets about going to 

Spain; 

Even at the moments of the greatest gloom and depression, I have never regretted that I 
took part in it…there was a clear choice for anyone who professed to be opposed to 
Fascism. The fact that others took advantage of our idealism in order to destroy it does 
not in any way invalidate the decision which we made. (Gurney 1974: 189) 

4.3   Homage to Catalonia by George Orwell 

Orwell’s account of the Spanish civil war is one of the most famous pieces of writing on the 

subject. The book opens with Orwell’s description of Barcelona, quoted above. Originally he 

had come to Spain to work as a reporter, but signed up with the militia almost immediately 

‘because in that time and in that atmosphere it seemed the only conceivable thing to do.’ 

(Orwell 2000: 2) While exhilarated by the egalitarian atmosphere in Barcelona and convinced 

of the importance of resisting the Nationalists, Orwell describes the same dismay felt by 

Gurney when confronted with the lack of weapons, the inadequate training, the patchwork 

uniform, the filth and chaos of the barracks. He is also struck by the lack of discipline among 

the militias; 



 

Discipline did not exist; if a man disliked an order he would step out of ranks and argue 
fiercely with the officer…he [the officer] insisted on complete social equality between 
all ranks…I doubt whether it made his job any easier. Meanwhile the raw recruits were 
getting no military training that could be of the slightest use to them. (Orwell 2000: 8) 

 

 This was one of the key differences of opinion between the Communists and the other 

left wing parties; as discussed earlier, the debate of militias vs traditional army was one of the 

central issues of the war. In Orwell’s discussion of the militia system he freely admits that ‘at 

the beginning the apparent chaos, the general lack of training, the fact that you often had to 

argue for five minutes before you could get an order obeyed, appalled and infuriated me.’ 

(Orwell 2000: 30) Upon reflection, however, he argues that the militia idea of revolutionary 

discipline – ensuring the men have the political consciousness to see why an order must be 

obeyed – was in fact surprisingly effective. He concedes that it is time consuming, ‘but it also 

takes time to drill a man into an automaton on the barrack-square.’ (Orwell 2000: 29) The 

inference is clear. Orwell defends the militia-system as the reason that Franco had not been 

immediately successful. He makes the point that the militia held the line while the Popular 

Army was training in the rear, and argues that the lack of discipline and training were not a 

result of the militia system but of the mere fact that the men who had formed militias to 

defend the Republic were raw, undisciplined troops and would have been so no matter what 

the military situation, militia or traditional army.   

 Orwell’s frustration on the Aragon front came more from the total lack of equipment. 

He details not only the shortage of weaponry but also the bad quality of the weapons they did 

have – antiquated rifles which were more dangerous to the person firing than their target, and 

mismatched ammunition which was always in short supply and dangerous bombs, said to be 

‘impartial – they killed the man they were thrown at and the man who threw them.’ (Orwell 

2000: 36) 

 In addition to the faulty weaponry, there was also a lack of other equipment. ‘We had 

no maps or charts…We had no range-finders, no telescopes, no periscopes, no field-

glasses…no flares or Very lights, no wire-cutters, no armourers’ tools… no lanterns or 

electric torches…’ (Orwell 2000: 37) 

 Orwell was at the front for almost four months in these conditions. The objective of 

that front at that time was to take Huesca, a small town just within the Fascist lines, and 

although there had been a couple of attacks attempted all had been unsuccessful. He was 



bored, cold, dirty and lice infested. Yet, despite the conditions and the military stalemate, it 

was a positive experience in the main: 

One had been in a community where hope was more normal than apathy or cynicism, 
where the word ‘comrade’ stood for comradeship and not, as in most countries, for 
humbug. One had breathed the air of equality…In that community where no one was on 
the make, where there was a shortage of everything but no privilege and no boot-
licking, one got, perhaps, a crude forecast of what the opening stages of Socialism 
might be like. And, after all, instead of disillusioning me it deeply attracted me. (Orwell 
2000: 88) 

In stark contrast to Jason Gurney’s experience in the International Brigades, Orwell 

came out of the line on the Aragon front, fighting with a militia, with more faith in the cause, 

rather than less. He returned to Barcelona a couple of days before the outbreak of violence, 

sparked by the government attempt to take control of the Telefónica. Orwell was shocked 

upon his return to Barcelona. The revolutionary, egalitarian atmosphere which had so deeply 

affected him four months earlier had faded away and the old structures had reasserted 

themselves. The Communist controlled Popular Army was beginning to establish itself and 

he came across several Popular Army officers. Unlike the militia system, there was ‘a definite 

social difference, expressed by the difference of pay and uniform.’ (Orwell 2000: 94) 

Moreover, ‘all of them had automatic pistols strapped to their belts; we, at the front, could not 

get pistols for love nor money’ (Orwell 2000: 94). This disparity was a symptom of the 

Communist control over the distribution of Soviet supplied weaponry. He was also shocked 

by the general indifference towards the war and the propaganda against the militias, who 

were the ones holding the front line in many places. Orwell viewed the drop in enlistment and 

the apathy towards the war as: 

bound up with the disappointment of the revolutionary hopes with which the war had 
started. The trade union members who formed themselves into militias and chased the 
Fascists back to Saragossa in the first few weeks of war had done so largely because 
they believed themselves to be fighting for working-class control; but it was becoming 
more and more obvious that working-class control was a lost cause. (Orwell 2000: 96) 

The internecine struggle between factions of the Republican forces, specifically 

between the Communists and anarchists, was also making itself felt. Much of Republican 

territory had been under Communist control from the start of the war, but Barcelona was an 

anarchist centre and as such a battleground for these differing ideologies.  



There was an unmistakable and horrible feeling of political rivalry and hatred…It was 
the antagonism between those who wished the revolution to go forward and those who 
wished to check or prevent it – ultimately, between Anarchists and Communists. 
(Orwell 2000: 103) 

Orwell was caught up in the May day fighting. Having enlisted in a POUM militia, he 

went to the POUM headquarters at the outbreak of the violence. His description of the 

fighting is one of confusion and uncertainty, where the foot soldiers on either side are slightly 

bemused by what is happening and unwilling to fight seriously against one another, as seen in 

the following exchange: 

“We don’t want to shoot you. We’re only workers, the same as you are.” 
He made the anti-Fascist salute, which I returned. I shouted across: 
“Have you got any more beer left?” 
“No, it’s all gone.” (Orwell 2000: 119) 

After the fighting had died down, Orwell realised that it was to be used as an excuse 

for the government to increase its control of Barcelona and the Communists to ruthlessly 

suppress the POUM. As the smallest party it was easy to make it the scapegoat, and as an 

anti-Stalinist party it was a target for the Soviet-controlled Communists. Although the POUM 

itself wasn’t outlawed until a month or so after the fighting, the propaganda started 

immediately. 

The POUM was declared to be a disguised Fascist organisation, and a cartoon 
representing the POUM as a figure slipping off a mask marked with the hammer and 
sickle and revealing a hideous, maniacal face marked with the swastika, was being 
circulated all over town. (Orwell 2000: 2) 

Orwell returned to the front three days after the Barcelona fighting ended, but without 

the same heart: ‘I think few experiences could be more sickening, more disillusioning or, 

finally, more nerve-wracking than those evil days of street warfare.’ (Orwell 2000: 116) A 

mere ten days after his arrival at the front, he was wounded – shot through the neck. After 

spending some time at the hospital in Tarragona, he returned to Barcelona where his wife was 

staying. There is again a long description of Barcelona; the atmosphere, the people in the 

streets, the public mood. It is in marked contrast to the opening description of Barcelona. 

Worse, not only had the revolutionary ardour disappeared from the city, it had been replaced 

by something much more sinister. 



It is not easy to convey the nightmare atmosphere of that time – the peculiar uneasiness 
produced by rumours that were always changing, by censored newspapers and the 
constant presence of armed men. It is not easy to convey it because, at the moment, the 
thing essential to such an atmosphere does not exist in England. In England political 
intolerance is not yet taken for granted…the notion of ‘liquidating’ or ‘eliminating’ 
anyone who happens to disagree with you does not yet seem natural. It seemed only too 
natural in Barcelona. The ‘Stalinists’ were in the saddle, and therefore it was a matter of 
course that every ‘Trotskyist’ was in danger…It was as though some huge evil 
intelligence was brooding over the town. (Orwell 2000: 158) 

Once the POUM was made illegal, many of the men that Orwell had fought with were 

arrested without charge. He himself was wanted by the police and slept rough for a few 

nights to avoid arrest before leaving Barcelona. However, like Jason Gurney, Orwell did not 

regret his experience in Spain: 

This war, in which I played so ineffectual a part, had left me with memories that are 
mostly evil, and yet I do not wish that I had missed it. When you have had a glimpse of 
such a disaster as this – and however it ends the Spanish war will turn out to have been 
an appalling disaster, quite apart from the slaughter and physical suffering – the result 
is not necessarily disillusionment and cynicism. Curiously enough the whole 
experience has left me with not less but more belief in the decency of human beings. 
(Orwell 2000: 195) 

The war without a doubt was one of the central experiences of Orwell’s life. The 

events in Barcelona, the spin that was put on the internecine struggle and the arrest and 

imprisonment of ‘traitors’ informed his two best-known works; Animal Farm and 1984. ‘The 

Spanish war and other events in 1936-37 turned the scale and thereafter I knew where I stood. 

Every line of serious work that I have written since 1936 has been written, directly or 

indirectly, against totalitarianism and for democratic socialism as I understand it.’ (Orwell 

1947: 4) 

4.4   Spanish Testament by Arthur Koestler 

Orwell reviewed Spanish Testament in February, 1938, saying of it: 

The prison part of the book is written mainly in the form of a diary. It is of the greatest 
psychological interest – probably one of the most honest and unusual documents that 
have been produced by the Spanish war. The earlier part is more ordinary and in places 



even looks rather as thought it had been “edited” for the benefit of the Left Book Club. 
(Davison 2000: 112) 

The first part of Spanish Testament is an account of Koestler’s visit to Seville (in Nationalist 

territory) in the guise of a reporter sympathetic to the Nationalist cause. He is recognised by a 

German journalist who knows him to be ‘a left wing liberal’ (though Koestler was in fact a 

Communist, and had been a Communist since 1929) and left Seville just before a warrant was 

issued for his arrest. This account is followed by a historical retrospective of the reasons 

which led to war, the case against the Church, an examination of Nationalist propaganda and 

its relation to the facts, the story of the siege of the Alcazar and a description of Malaga in the 

days before the Nationalists arrived to take to town.  

Even without knowing that Koestler was a Communist, the book is strikingly partisan, 

as noted by Orwell. The language used is emotive and sensational. The drama with which 

(admittedly dramatic) events are portayed makes it difficult to trust the narrator, and his 

depiction of the Nationalist generals he meets feels propagandistic: 

For some ten minutes he described in a steady flood of words, which now and then 
became extremely racy, how the Marxists slit open the stomachs of pregnant women 
and speared the foetuses; how they had tied two eight year old girls on to their father’s 
knees, violated them, poured petrol on them and set them on fire. This went on and on, 
unceasingly, one story following another – a perfect clinical demonstration in sexual 
psychopathology. Spittle oozed from the corners of the General’s mouth, and there was 
the same flickering glow which I had remarked in them during some passages of his 
broadcast…Some days later the Spanish consul in Gilbraltar told me that on the 
occasion of an officers’ banquet in Teutan in the year 1926 he had seen Quiepo de 
Llano in an epileptic fit. (Koestler 1937: 34) 

General Quipo de Llano who ruled Nationalist Andalusia was certainly a strange 

character and his nightly broadcasts, ‘full of coarse and inconsequent ribaldries, of threats to 

kill the families of the ‘Reds’ on the Republican fleet, and of boasts of the terrible sexual 

powers of the legionaries and Regulares’ ( Thomas 1961: 63) were one of the more bizarre 

features of the regime, but in this portrait of the General Koestler is proving himself to be just 

as much of a propagandist. Despite his criticisms of the General’s ‘sexual psychopathology’, 

later on in his account he himself recounts a story from the siege of Toledo worthy of the 

General: 

On August 9th, Zara González, a fourteen-year-old kitchen maid, crawled through the 
sewer into the town, where she collapsed unconscious in a pool of blood; in the hospital 



she was just able, before losing consciousness again, to make a deposition to the effect 
that she had been violated by eight or nine officers in the Alcázar. Four days later she 
was dead…And the world goes on extolling the heroes of the Alcázar. (Koestler 1937: 
159) 

There are a couple of disparaging mentions of the POUM and the Anarchists but on 

the whole Koestler doesn’t really engage with the split among the different factions on the 

Republican front. His account is mainly concerned with denying or excusing any reports of 

atrocities by Republican troops and listing the atrocities of the Nationalists. It is true that 

Republican atrocities were given much more press coverage by a media largely sympathetic 

to Franco’s cause, but Koestler’s method of redressing the balance seems a simplistic one, 

and his overblown, melodramatic prose weakens his case: 

A million people breathed again. The rain lashed the faces of the defenders of Madrid, 
of the homeless women and children, and drenched them to the skin. In the mist, in the 
icy wind, in the blood-stained mire of the streets the slept, stretched out on the paving 
stones. At last, at last, they might venture to sleep. (Koestler 1937: 171) 

The second part of Spanish Testament, Dialogue with Death, is the story of the fall of 

Malaga and Koester’s arrest and imprisonment in first Malaga, then Seville. His time in 

prison is vividly recounted and feels much more sincere than the earlier part of Spanish 

Testament. In the opening pages Koestler is in Malaga, recently abandoned and awaiting the 

entrance of the Nationalists. Koestler’s damning indictment of the Government is surprising, 

the first thing that suggests his re-evaluated loyalties: 

The city was betrayed by its leaders – deserted, delivered up to the slaughter…The city 
was in the charge of men who proved incompetent…yet no less great is the 
responsibility of the Central Government of Valencia, which sent neither ships nor 
planes nor war material to Malaga… (Koestler 1937: 216) 

4.5   The God that Failed 

Koestler discusses this period in prison and the resulting change in his political beliefs in The 

God That Failed, a collection of essays by ex-Communists such as Louis Fischer, Richard 

Wright and Stephen Spender. In Koestler’s essay, he describes his conversion to Communism 

and frames it as a faith like any other: 



To say that one had ‘seen the light’ is a poor description of the mental rapture which 
only the convert knows (regardless to what faith he has been converted). The new light 
seems to pour from all directions across the skull; the whole universe falls into pattern 
like the stray pieces of a jig-saw puzzle assembled by magic at one stroke. There is now 
an answer to every question; doubts and conflicts are a matter of the tortured 
past…Nothing henceforth can disturb the convert’s inner peace and serenity – except 
the occasional fear of losing faith again, losing thereby what alone makes life worth 
living, and falling back into the outer darkness… (Koestler 1950: 32) 

Koestler was a member of the Communist Party for seven years, from 1931 until 

1938. When he first joined he was a journalist at a large, liberal, democratic publishing 

organisation which published four Berlin dailies, evening papers, weekly and monthly 

periodicals and had its own news service. When it was suggested to him that he pass on any 

political gossip that he heard to the Party he did so without a qualm. ‘I was already reaping 

the reward of all conversions, a blissfully clean conscience.’ (Koestler 1950: 41) Koestler 

describes this period as one in which he retrained his mind to follow the Party line slavishly 

and without question. His language is that not of the political convert but of the religious, and 

he learned a complete intolerance for other left wing parties: ‘Renegades from the Party were 

lost souls, fallen out of grace; to argue with them, even to listen to them, meant trafficking 

with the powers of Evil…The Fascist beasts were Fascist beasts, but our main preoccupation 

was the Trotskyite heretics and Socialist schismatics.’ (Koestler 1950: 43) Through tortuous 

political dialectics Koestler’s thought processes and instinctive reactions became, as he calls 

it, ‘reconditioned’: 

You further learnt to prove, by the method of chain-deductions, that anybody who 
disagreed with you was an agent of Fascism, because (a) by his disagreeing with your 
line he endangered the unity of the Party; (b) by endangering the unity of the Party he 
improved the chances of a Fascist victory; hence (c) objectively he acted as an agent of 
Fascism, even if subjectively he happened to have his kidneys smashed to a pulp by the 
Fascists in Dachau. (Koestler 1950: 56) 

The consequences of these beliefs, held with varying degrees of conviction by many 

Communists, can be seen in the liquidation of the POUM in Spain in 1937. However, by that 

point Koestler’s politics had changed. His time in prison had an enormous effect on him. 

I had made the acquaintance of a very different kind of reality, which had altered my 
outlook and values; and altered them so profoundly and unconsciously that in the first 
days of freedom I was not even aware of it…The lesson taught by this type of 
experience, when put into words, always appears under the dowdy guise of perennial 
commonplaces: that man is a reality, mankind an abstraction…that the end justifies the 



means only within very narrow limits; that ethics is not a function of social utility, and 
charity not a petty-bourgeois sentiment…every single one of these trivial statements 
was incompatible with the Communist faith which I held. (Koestler 1950: 76) 

He wrote Spanish Testament after leaving prison and, once it was published, 

embarked on a lecture tour throughout England. Whenever he was asked about the POUM’s 

activities, he answered that they were certainly not traitors, even if their policy wasn’t good 

for unity, thus deviating completely from the Party line. When invited to give a talk on Spain 

to the German Emigré Writers’ Association in Paris, a Party representative asked him to 

denounce the POUM as agents of Franco. Koestler refused. His audience were half 

Communists. 

I knew it was my last public appearance as a member of the Party. The theme of the 
speech was the situation in Spain; it contained not a single word of criticism of the 
Party or of Russia. But it contained three phrases, deliberately chosen, because to 
normal people they were platitudes, to Communists, a declaration of war. The first was: 
No movement, party or person can claim the privilege of infallibility. The second was: 
Appeasing the enemy is as foolish as persecuting the friend who pursues your own aim 
by a different road. The third was a quotation from Thomas Mann: A harmful truth is 
better than a useful lie.  

That settled it. When I had finished, the non-Communist half of the audience 
applauded, the Communist half sat in heavy silence, most of them with folded 
arms…You might as well have told a Nazi audience that all men are born equal, 
regardless of race and creed. A few days later I wrote my letter of resignation to the 
Central Committee of the Party. (Koestler 1950: 80) 

Stephen Spender, another contributor to The God That Failed, was a member of the 

Communist Party very briefly during the winter of 1936 into 1937. Although he didn’t fight 

in Spain, he joined the party ‘in order to support them over Spain.’ (Koestler 1950: 232) 

However, he traces the reasons for this attempt to ‘compromise’ with the Party as far back as 

childhood, when he had been profoundly influenced by the Christian idea that all men are 

equal in the eyes of God. 

I can remember lying awake at night thinking of this human condition in which 
everyone living, without the asking, is thrust upon the earth...how unjust it seems that 
all men are not free to share what nature offers here; that there should be men and 
women who are not permitted to explore the world into which they are born, but who 
are throughout their lives sealed into leaden slums as into living tombs. It seemed to me 
– as it still seems – that the unique condition of each person within life outweighs the
considerations which justify class and prejudice. However, I did not associate these
ideas with being a revolutionary. They were Christian... (Koestler 1950: 233)



When Spender was sixteen he first came into contact with Socialism. Explained to 

him as a system where industries were nationalised so they produced wealth and resources for 

all the people of one country and gave all children of all classes equal opportunity, it seemed 

to correspond to his primitive ideas of social justice. Spender remained a Socialist, albeit in 

this abstract, detached way, throughout his university years. He moved to Germany after he 

left Oxford and it was here, amid the hyperinflation, the unemployment, the poverty and the 

sense of defeat, that the sense of humanity as social struggle reawakened within him. 

‘Gradually I became convinced that the only cure for unemployment, other than war, was an 

international society in which the resources of the world were exploited in the interests of all 

the people of the world.’ (Koestler 1950: 235) During this period in Berlin Spender met an 

acquaintance, Chalmers, who had recently joined the Communist Party and had been on a 

tour of Russia. During their discussions of Communism, Spender confessed to his wish for 

‘revolutionary changes which would produce a socially just international society without 

destroying the liberty of the individual.’ (Koestler 1950: 237) The Communist disregard for 

the liberty of the individual was the biggest hurdle for Spender to overcome: ‘I could not 

accept that it was necessary to deny to others the freedom to say what they believed to be 

true...I could not believe that it was politically reactionary to believe in God...’ (Koestler 

1950: 241) 

However, the 1930’s were times of extreme political positions, when people ‘weighed 

the evils of mass unemployment, Fascism and war against the evils of Communism, and 

hoped that Communism at least offered an end to these things...Soon the intellectual life of 

the 1930’s turned into a debate about Ends and Means.’ (Koestler 1950: 244) When the 

Spanish civil war broke out, public and political opinion was polarised by the intervention of 

Mussolini and Hitler, followed by that of the Soviet Union and the formation of the 

International Brigades. The outside forces fighting on either side made it easy to characterise 

the war as a battle between Fascism and democracy, ‘the centre of the struggle for the soul of 

Europe.’ (Koestler 1950: 245) 

Spender travelled to Gibraltar, Oran and Tangiers in the early stages of the Spanish 

civil war. He was struck by the popular support for the Republic, and as impressed by the 

confidence and energy of the Communist groups as he was disgusted by the attitudes of the 

businessmen and government officials who supported Franco: 



“What people at home don’t realise,” he said, “is that the Republicans aren’t our kind of 
democrat. Why, if you go out into the streets here and ask the first ten Spanish workers 
you meet which side they support, they will all say the Republic. It isn’t the British 
conception of democracy at all. It’s what ninety per cent of the people want.” (Koestler 
1950: 245) 

He travelled on to Barcelona, Madrid and Valencia and when he returned he took part 

in the campaign to raise awareness of the war in Britain and became a Communist Party 

member. 

Pollitt’s appeal to me to help in Spain pushed me momentarily over into the Communist 
Party. Nevertheless, it was Spain which involved me in my first practical experience of 
working politically with other people. This action which had first made me a Party 
member also took me beyond and outside the Party. For I soon began to realise that 
even if the directing and organising force behind the support for the Spanish Republic 
was Communist, the real energy of the Popular Front was provided by those who had a 
passion for Liberal values. (Koestler 1950: 248) 

Spender struggled with the Popular Front strategy of calling on all parties to form one 

group and then taking control as the Communists did within the Republican government. ‘To 

protest, as I sometimes futilely did, that this kind of unity was no unity but betrayal of the 

other parties from within’ (Koestler 1950: 253) was useless. It was explained to Spender by a 

political commissar in the Spain that ‘to say that the Communists in doing this represent 

betrayal of the other parties from within is a Fascist argument.’ (Koestler 1950: 253) This 

strategy was also used, on a smaller scale, within the International Brigades. Although a 

member of the Communist Party, Spender felt that their actions of uniting and then gaining 

control were a betrayal of the men, of many shades of political opinion, who had volunteered 

to fight in the International Brigades without realising the extent of Communist domination. 

When he raised these objections he was met once again with the argument that the end 

justifies the means: 

When I returned to England I wrote an article protesting against the propaganda which 
enrolled young men in the International Brigades without it being explained to them 
that this was a Communist-controlled organisation. This article did not please the 
Communists. A few weeks later, in Valencia, I met the correspondent of a Communist 
paper. He said that he had seen my article and what I had written about Spain was true. 
He pointed out though that the important thing was to write that which would best serve 
the ends of winning the war and of Communism. (Koestler 1950: 249) 



However, it was the Communist propaganda about the POUM after the May fighting 

in Barcelona that cemented Spender’s disillusion with the party. 

More sinister, though, than the propaganda of heroics was that of slanderous attack 
against groups within the Republic who were unfriendly to Communism. The 
liquidation of the Trotskyist organisation, the POUM, and the vilification of all its 
members as Fascists, was a stain on the Republic in the eyes of all who were not 
Communists...Propaganda which paints friends entirely white and enemies black 
persuades only those who are already convinced...It dismays those who are sympathetic 
to the cause but also open-eyed. (Koestler 1950: 250) 

Spender notes that others had a similar reaction to the Communist spin about the May 

day fighting in Barcelona, and recounts the case of one man in particular, ‘an American 

journalist, writing for a great British newspaper, and certainly one of the most distinguished 

sympathisers with the Republicans...He went to Barcelona at the time of the liquidation of the 

POUM. He repudiated the Communist-inspired version of the POUM activities, left Spain, 

and ceased to be a supporter of the Republic.’ (Koestler 1950: 251) Spender had been 

prepared to struggle with the argument of ends and means, but had been naive about the level 

of self deception involved: 

When I joined the Communist Party I expected that in doing so I would get to know 
what the Communists were doing; that I would be able to measure their means against 
the methods of capitalism; and that I would learn to accept the relationship of means 
with ends. I had not expected to find that the actions of the Communists in Russia and 
in Spain were denied by the Communists among themselves. (Koestler 1950: 262) 

These denials proved to be the deciding factor in Spender’s decision to distance himself from 

the Communist Party, and he later realised that a liberal socialist like him had never belonged 

in the party at all: ‘It is clear to me now that I did not need to join the Communists because I 

had already taken sides. My side was whoever believed in social justice, freedom, and telling 

the truth about the methods which it was necessary to use in order to attain these ends.’ 

(Koestler 1950: 271) 



5. Creative Representation and Critical Reaction

It is seven decades since the start of the Spanish civil war, and yet, as its repeated use as 
a signifier of idealism in fiction illustrates, impressions made during, or arising from, 
the conflict continue to resound. Enduring interest in the war is evidenced by the stories 
of sacrifice which still surface in the media, by exhibitions of art and memorabilia and 
by the continually expanding wealth of historiographic material. (Shelmerdine 2006: 1) 

Immediately after the war a huge number of books were published relating to the conflict. 

Many were collections of essays or writings, and memoirs like those detailed above. The 

conflict has transcended its historical context and, as Shelmerdine points out in the 

introduction to British Representations of the Spanish Civil War, is still the subject of films 

and books today. This section will explore the representation of the war in L’espoir (Man’s 

Hope) by Andre Malraux, written while the conflict was still ongoing, For Whom the Bell 

Tolls by Ernest Hemingway, written immediately after the war and the film Land and 

Freedom by Ken Loach, made more recently, which deals with the events of the conflict and 

the issue of Communist control more directly. There will also be a brief discussion of 

reaction to these representations of the war.  

5.1  L’espoir (Man’s Hope) by Andre Malraux 

When the Spanish Civil War broke out Andre Malraux was already an established writer and 

anti-fascist intellectual. He had published La Condition Humaine (Man’s Fate) in 1933, 

which had been an immediate success. A fictionalised account of the communist defeat in 

Shanghai, it won the Prix Goncourt and established his international reputation as a 

revolutionary novelist. He was a member of several anti-fascist organisations, such as the 

Comite mondial antifasciste, and spoke at both the Moscow Writers' Congress in 1934 and 

the Congress of Writers in Defence of Culture, Paris, in 1935. Malraux made his way to 

Spain at the outbreak of the war to support the Republican government. He organised a 

foreign airforce, assuming its command and collecting French bombers for the squadron. He 

also personally flew sixty five missions and was wounded twice in the effort to stop Franco’s 

march on Madrid. (Stoltzfus 1999: 180) He left Spain in 1937 and went to the United States, 

speaking publicly at events to raise money for the Republican cause and writing L’espoir 

(Man’s Hope) which was made into a film in 1945.  



Described by Stephen Spender as one of the ‘two outstanding books of the Spanish War’ 

(Koestler 1950: ) - the other being For Whom the Bell Tolls - Malraux’s novel is a portrait of 

Republican Spain during the first nine months of civil war. It is comprised of a broad cast of 

characters, set on many different fronts and among different groups of the Popular Front. 

Malraux had left Spain by the time the ‘civil war within a civil war’ erupted in Barcelona, 

and it is not directly mentioned in the novel, but there is a keen awareness of the ideological 

conflicts between the different parties of the left wing from the first pages of the novel: 

...the car moved off again amid back-slappings, uplifted fists and cries of Salud; and the 
darkness was all fraternity. And yet the conflict between right and left wing socialists – 
Caballero’s antagonism to any idea of a Prieto cabinet – had been violent enough 
during these last few weeks...At the second sentry-post some F.A.I. were handing over 
a suspect to a group of U.G.T. workers, their former adversaries. (Malraux 1979: 11) 

However, in the heady atmosphere of the rising, it seems that differences have been put aside 

in order to fight the Fascists. The first scenes are in Madrid, the Communists Ramos and 

Manuel transporting dynamite for the purpose of blowing bridges. The action swiftly moves 

to Barcelona, where the anarchists are engaged in street fighting with the soldiers, 

sympathetic to the Nationalists, who are attempting to take over the city. Puig and the Negus, 

two anarchist leaders, are co-ordinating the attack. As in Madrid, there is a feeling of 

solidarity among the left wing workers, of all ideologies, resisting the soldiers: 

Round Puig were grouped the leaders of all Left-Wing parties; thousands of men 
behind them. For the first time, Liberals, members of the U.G.T. and C.N.T., anarchists, 
Republicans, trade unionists, and socialists joined in an attack on their common foe and 
his machine guns...Mingling at last today, all the various strains of the Asturian blood 
had brought about the unity of Barcelona... (Malraux 1979: 22) 

However, as we move from battle to battle, front to front, this unity is undermined by the 

clash between idealism and practicality. The organising ability of the Communists is praised, 

and they are regarded as the best placed to resist the fascists within the Republican factions: 

He had watched the battalions of the Fifth Regiment being trained; they were the best 
militia battalions, by and large. The whole army of the Popular Front might well be 
organised on the same lines. They, anyhow, had solved the crucial problem, the 
problem of revolutionary discipline. So Magnin regarded Enrique as one of the best 
organisers of the Spanish popular field force. (Malraux 1979: 155) 



Certain individual Communists are also perceived by other characters as natural leaders of 

the army, given their talent for instilling discipline and organisation: ‘He had not realised that 

the duties of a militant communist of the front rank demand strict discipline and great powers 

of persuasion. Manuel’s experience as organiser, propagandist and man of action gave him 

the qualifications of a first-rate military leader.’ (Malraux 1979: 163) However, there is a 

constant awareness that this zeal for discipline and organisation is not shared by all 

Republican groups, and, in some cases, actually undermines enthusiasm for the Republican 

cause. The action is broken up by several long discussions which evoke the passionate 

contemporary debates among revolutionary factions about the best way to fight the Fascists, 

the familiar tension between making the war and making the revolution: 

 

“Still you can’t deny it was the people’s army that held the Sierra...” 
“The people are magnificent,” Vargas exclaimed. “Absolutely magnificent, 

Magnin – but helpless!” 
“Let’s get things straight,” Garcia said, aiming his pipe stem at Magnin. “I was 

in the Sierra. Well, it took the fascists by surprise. The positions were particularly 
suited for guerrilla warfare, of course. The people have a striking power that can be 
terrific – only it doesn’t last...We are not the revolution. Ask Vargas there what he 
thinks about it! We are the people, I grant, but not the revolution – though we used to 
talk of nothing else. By revolution I mean the change of system that follows a revolt; a 
change that’s organised by political and expert groups formed during the conflict and 
capable of promptly destroying the regime that they’ve destroyed.” 

“And above all, Magnin,” Vargas said, hitching up his mono, “don’t forget it 
isn’t we who started the present conflict. We haven’t any organisation. Franco hasn’t 
any either, except the army cadres, but he has with him the two nations you know of. 
No militia will ever defeat a modern army. Wrangel was beaten by the Red Army, not 
by enthusiastic partisans.” 

“From now on no social change, still less a revolution, can make good without 
war; and no war without organisation on the technical side.” Garcia emphasised each 
point with a jab of his pipe stem... 

“Organisation, discipline – I don’t see men giving their lives for that!” Magnin 
exclaimed.  

“In times like the present,” Garcia said, “I’m less interested in the reasons men 
may have for giving up their lives than in the means they have for killing off their 
enemies...” 

“You hear those sounds coming in through the window? Well, to me they’re 
something real, concrete. Something which – you know it as well as I do – we’re far 
from using to the best advantage. You say, we’re not the revolution. Well, I say: let’s 
be it!” (Malraux 1979: 113) 

 

In this exchange between Magnin, the commander of the International Air Force, 

Garcia, an intellectual working for Intelligence, and Vargas, an officer, we can see the 

different positions and the problems inherent in each of them. There are several conversations 



like this in L’espoir, where Malraux expounds at length on the issue of war vs. revolution. 

Like Orwell, he is eager to explore and understand the political issues which affect the 

practical course of the war, as are his characters. The flaws of the communist approach are 

explored repeatedly throughout the book. The Negus, an anarchist leader, rejects the 

Communist maxims of discipline and organisation: 

But we’re no use for ‘dialectics’ or red tape; delegates are all right, but bureaucrats 
never! Or an army to defeat the army, or inequality to stamp out inequality, or playing 
the bourgeois’ game. What we are out for is to live the way men ought to live, right 
now and here,; or else to damn well die. If we fail, there’s an end of it. No return ticket 
for me! (Malraux 1979: 200) 

He is also critical of Communist attitudes towards the other groups fighting the 

Republicans: 

But your lot are turning into a priesthood. I don’t say communism’s becoming a 
religion,; but I do say that communists are turning into priests. For you, being a 
revolutionary means just – just being cleverer than the next fellow. It wasn’t like that 
with Bakunin or Kropotkin – not by a long shot! You’re soaked in the Party, in 
discipline, in plotting and scheming. If a man doesn’t belong, you don’t give him a 
square deal; you’ve not a scrap of decency towards him. (Malraux 1979: 201) 

Manuel, a Communist officer, recognises the deadening effects of working within the 

Communist system in a conversation with Ximenes. Having just ordered the execution of 

three men, he comments: 

I knew what had to be done, and I did it. I’m determined to serve my Party, and 
I’m not going to let myself be deterred by any personal psychological reactions. I don’t 
believe in regrets. But there’s something else. You said to me once: ‘It takes more 
nobility to be a leader of men than just to be oneself. Because it’s harder.’ Well, I’m 
becoming less and less ‘myself’. Music, for instance...All that’s over, so far as I’m 
concerned. Look here. Last week I slept with a woman who I’d loved in vain...for 
years. Well, after two wretched shots at it, I found myself wanting to get away....every 
step I’ve taken towards greater efficiency, towards becoming a better officer, has 
estranged me more and more from my fellow-men. Every day I’m getting a little less 
human. But I expect you’ve been up against the same thing?” 

...“All that estranges you from your fellow-men is bound to link you up more 
closely with your Party...” 

Manuel had thought so too, and sometimes with dismay. “To be linked more 
closely with the Party is worthless, if one’s to be estranged from the very men for 
whom the Party’s working. Whatever the Party is aiming at, that aim exists only as the 
aim of each and every one of us.” (Malraux 1979: 407) 



Manuel recognises that efficiency and humanity are two irreconcilable principles. He 

believes that efficiency is necessary to win the war, but also that it undermines the 

revolutionary fervour that was so universal at the beginning of the conflict and dehumanises 

him in the process.  

Malraux presents the anarchists as ideologically purer than the Communists. In one of the 

earliest exchanges, Puig, an anarchist leader, in a conversation with Ximenes about religion, 

explains that he has turned his back on the Church, but not on God, nor art.  

‘And...Christ?” 

“He was an anarchist who succeeded. The only one.”’ (Malraux 1979: 32) 

The Communist struggle for power is absent in the minds of the anarchists, their one 

preoccupation being the revolution, the breaking down of the accepted societal order. They 

are concerned with the more fundamental issue of changing the way that people live their 

lives.  

“Even if we’re beaten here and at Madrid,” the Negus said, “at least the men will have 
given their hearts a few days’ fun. See what I mean? In spite of hatred. They’re free 
today. They’ve never been that before. I’m not thinking of political freedom, but 
another kind. See what I mean?” (Malraux 1979: 200) 

There is a certain naivety in their approach, which is contrasted with the more 

practical concerns of the communists. Malraux, in a series of long conversations, attempts to 

get at the heart of the differences between the approach of the anarchist and that of the 

communist: 

The communists, you see, want to get things done. Whereas you and the anarchists, for 
different reasons, want to be something. That’s the tragedy of a revolution like this one. 
Our respective ideals are so different; pacificism and the need to fight in self-defence; 
organisation and Christian sentiment; efficiency and justice – nothing but 
contradictions. We’ve got to straighten them out, transform our apocalyptic vision into 
an army – or be exterminated. (Malraux 1979: 212) 

However, the characters, at the same time, are aware of the futility of these 

discussions, and what is at stake even while these points are being argued: 

“And to think that throughout Spain,” he mused, “at this very hour exactly the same 
things are being said, most likely, at every luncheon table! How much better they’d 
employ their time hunting for some basis of co-operation, so as to implement the orders 



of the Government by joint action between the various groups, communist, C.N.T., 
F.A.I. and U.G.T.! It’s odd the weakness people have for arguing about anything and 
everything rather than the practical line of action to be followed, even at a moment 
when their lives hang on the line they choose.” (Malraux 1979: 210) 

Yet Malraux is aware of the necessity of examining the principles behind actions. 

Even in the midst of a revolutionary war he is aware of the need for a strong moral code. He 

makes the observation, several times, that the people are furious with the Church, precisely 

for not acting upon its principles, for seeking only power and wealth; 

The peasants blamed the Church for having persistently backed the upper class, 
condoned the punitive measures which had followed the revolt in the Asturias, 
approved of the spoliation of the Catalonians, and always taught the poor folk a meek 
submission to injustice, while now the Church was sponsoring a Holy War against 
them. One of them disliked the priests’ voices ‘because they don’t talk like proper 
human beings; many resented the harshness or hypocrisy – according to their rank – of 
the men the priests employed to bolster up their influence in the villages. All were 
indignant that, in the conquered villages, the priests had denounced to the fascists those 
who were ‘irreligious’, knowing full well that this consigned them to the firing squad. 
And all reproached the clergy for their wealth. (Malraux 1979: 176) 

Malraux recognises that the working class and the peasants in Spain had turned 

against the Church because of this gap between their principles and their actions, and the way 

in which the beleagured Spanish Republic replaced the Church as something to believe in: 

The two groups (fascist officers and militiamen) were slinging insults at each 
other. The sight was all the quainter because each gesticulating group kept its distance, 
as if the intervening space were forbidden ground, and volleyed repartee without 
moving a step forward.  

“...because we, anyhow, are fighting for an ideal, you bastards!” they heard a 
fascist shouting as they came up. 

“What about us? I suppose we’re fighting for our money-bags, you son of a 
bitch? Your ideal, eh? Ours is a finer one than yours, seeing as it’s for everybody on 
earth.... 

“...That’s a good joke when people who burn churches start talking of ideals.” 
“If there weren’t so many, we wouldn’t have to burn them.” 

 “Too many churches lined with gold, and too many villages with no food.” 
(Malraux 1979: 191) 

Scali, the Italian, makes the observation that ‘Among other functions, the revolution plays a 

part that an ‘eternal life’ used formerly to play.’ (Malraux 1979: 323) Malraux’s awareness of 

this makes the principles behind the revolution all the more crucial, leading to an implicit 

criticism of the Communists for their pragmatic approach to the conflict: 



 
“I’m afraid you’ll very soon discover,” Pradas observed, “that, concretely 

speaking, that moral code of yours has no utility for practical politics.” 
 “No more has any other moral code,” a voice put in. 
 “And yet the trouble about the revolution,” Garcia said, “perhaps its tragedy, is that 
it can’t get on without one.” (Malraux 1979: 204) 

 

 Malraux admired the achievements of the Communists but not their ideology. This is 

made explicit in an exchange between Magnin and Garcia towards the end of the novel: 

 

 “It’s not communism that he is opposed to, it’s the Communist Party.” 
“Tell me, commandante, what do you think of the communists?” 
So that’s not finished yet, Garcia thought.  
“My friend Guernico,” he answered, “says: ‘They have all the virtues of action 

and no others.’ But action is what matters just at present.” (Malraux 1979: 504) 
 

  The final pages of L’espoir, where all the leaders of the various Republican sections 

are gathered together, reinforces its non-sectarian presentation of politics and leadership. If it 

can be characterised politically, it is as an anti-fascist text, making a plea for defenders of the 

Spanish Republic to remain united against fascism. Its focus is not politics but the way in 

which people behave, the personal conflicts of conscience and reason, within the confines of 

their political ideology. 

 

 Malraux has demonstrated once more his fundamental absorption in the personal 
conflicts of conscience and reason that bring men to risk their lives for an ideal in 
which they may not wholly believe, or, if they believe, only with reservations. These 
spring from their desire to remain free of impersonal ideological checks upon their 
activity as human beings; it is humanity, in its essential dignity and freedom, which 
draws him to the revolutionary ideal, exclusive of party. (Lind 1939: 22) 

 

 L’Espoir was widely acclaimed upon publication. It was described by Time Magazine as ‘the 

best book to come out of the Spanish Civil War’ (Malraux 1979: 1) and critics viewed it as 

‘unquestionably the finest novel yet written about the new world war in Spain’ (Lind 1939: 

20). However, many critics, especially on the right, labelled it ‘propaganda’ and its author 

‘Pro-Communist’. Malraux was described as an ‘ardent supporter of Stalin’ and L’espoir ‘a 

work of Communist propaganda’ and ‘an account of the Spanish civil war as seen by an 

orthodox Communist’ (Sypher 1986: 146). Other critics, however, commented ‘Malraux’s 

antifascist commitment, as expressed in L’espoir, is neither Stalinist nor counter-



revolutionary. His defence of democratic values is accompanied by an ongoing critique of 

communism and Stalinist values.’ (Stoltzfus 1999: 183) 

The portrayal of Communists in L’espoir certainly seems to confirm this view. While 

Malraux undoubtedly admired the heroism of the men who fought under the Party’s leaders, 

and even those leaders themselves, the novel still critiques the communist perspective on the 

war, even though the author himself seems to have been broadly sympathetic to it at the time. 

He displayed a certain degree of tolerance for the distortions of Stalinism and the self serving 

policies of the Communist International during the war, to the point of stating, ‘I would do 

nothing against Stalin at the moment. I accepted the Moscow trials, and I am prepared to 

accept [the Communists’ murder of their left wing allies] in Barcelona.’ (Meyers 2006: 183) 

However, his alliance with communism has been described as essentially tactical, a theory 

borne out by the politics of L’espoir, with its pleas for unity among the left wing. By the end 

of the second world war, as a de Gaulle minister, he was publicly denouncing communism, 

saying in 1953, ‘I have not changed. It is the world, and most of all the communists, that have 

changed.’ (Wilkinson 1966: 47) 

5.2  For Whom the Bell Tolls by Ernest Hemingway 

Spain was a country that Hemingway loved and felt to be a second home. He’d spent time in 

the country regularly since 1923, visiting Pamplona almost every year for the San Fermin 

festival and its many bullfights. Hemingway had first conceived of the project of Death in the 

Afternoon, a history of bullfighting and the culture surrounding it, illustrated with over a 

hundred photographs, in 1929. It was published in 1932, but the book was not well received. 

In the midst of the Great Depression, Hemingway’s subject matter seemed irrelevant to many 

of his countrymen and reviews were mainly hostile. (Wager-Martin 2007: 93) By the end of 

the decade, however, there was more of an appetite for fiction about Europe, as the Second 

World War had drawn the attention of Americans to the continent.  

From the very start of the Spanish civil war, Hemingway assumed he would go to Spain. Not 

only did he have a personal attachment to the country, he also believed in the Republican 

cause, identifying it, as many did outside Spain, as part of a wider struggle against Fascism. 

He went to Spain as a correspondent for the North American Newspaper Alliance in February 

of 1937 and travelled back and forth between the two countries for the duration of the war, 



spending long stretches of time in Madrid. He was close friends with several members of the 

12th Brigade. However, by June of 1937, many of them were dead, and he was very bitter 

about the course the war was taking.  

The Spanish civil war seemed to galvanise Hemingway. He wrote a collection of 

stories about the war and also his only full length play, The Fifth Column, during 1937. He 

wrote commentary for a documentary film, Spain in Flames, and helped to gather and write 

material for another documentary, The Spanish Earth, directed by the Dutch Communist Joris 

Ivens, which he also narrated. He spoke at the Writers’ Congress - described as a ‘Moscow 

plot’ by the Hearst papers (Wagner-Martin 2007: 93) - in June 1938 in support of the 

Republican cause. ‘Although Hemingway was not a sophisticated political thinker, when he 

said that writers could not live under a Fascist regime, people understood his point of view 

and his anger.’ (Wagner-Martin 2007: 93) 

However, despite his support of the Republicans, and his friendship with several Party 

members, Hemingway could not be described as a Communist; 

 

He had been arguing against taking political positions in writing for years. In 1932, he 
had written Paul Romaine that he did not intend to take ‘the Leftward Swing’ (which he 
called ‘so much horseshit’). Hemingway’s manifesto was, rather, that he did not 
‘follow the fashions in politics, letters, religion.’ He also railed against 
Communism...Writers now cannot be coerced into being political: the writer is by 
nature and trade ‘an outlyer like a Gypsy.’ To Kashkin (a Russian critic) he repeated, ‘I 
cannot be a communist now because I believe in only one thing: liberty.’ (Wagner-
Martin 2007: 114) 

 

This sentiment can be traced in For Whom the Bell Tolls. It is the story of the final days in the 

life of Robert Jordan, a liberal American professor who has volunteered to fight in Spain. 

Although he reports to Golz, a Russian Communist and army commander, Jordan does not 

fight in the front line with the International Brigades. Instead he works mostly behind the 

lines with guerrilla groups, and his area of expertise is dynamiting. He arrives in the Sierra de 

Guadarrama mountains to organise the explosion of a bridge to coordinate with the beginning 

of a Republican offensive against the city of Segovia, with the help of a local antifascist 

guerrilla group. The leader of the group, Pablo, is against this action, complaining that it will 

necessitate the group’s removal to another area. However he is contradicted by ‘his woman’, 

Pilar, who assures Jordan that the bridge will be blown, and the rest of the group agree to give 

him the support he needs. Pilar takes him to meet another guerrilla group, that of El Sordo, 

who will also help them with blowing the bridge. Jordan falls in love with Maria, a young 



woman rescued from the group’s last action, the blowing up of a train. Maria is traumatised 

by her war experience, the execution of her parents and her rape by Nationalist soldiers. 

However, Jordan’s feelings for her are returned, and during their few days together they feel 

a profound and intense love for one another. This love and the appetite for life that it 

provokes clashes with Jordan’s sense of duty and undermines his willingness to carry out 

Golz’s orders, as he foresees that they will not escape from the Nationalists’ reprisals. The 

day before the bridge blowing, El Sordo’s guerrilla band are surrounded and killed by the 

Nationalists, and that night Pablo decides to steal the detonation caps for the explosion, 

throwing them away into a gorge. Jordan is able to improvise but the explosion will be more 

difficult and more dangerous. Pablo returns to assist with the action and the bridge is 

successfully blown, although several of the guerrillas are killed. During the group’s escape, 

however, Jordan’s horse falls and he breaks his leg. Knowing that he will only slow down the 

rest of the group, he says goodbye to Maria and remains behind.  

The tension between political beliefs and personal desire is at the heart of For Whom the Bell 

Tolls. There is a lot of political discussion throughout the book, and Hemingway, through the 

various characters, illustrates the differing political positions of those defending the Republic. 

The guerrillas are for the most part Republicans. Pilar both identifies herself as a 

Republican – ‘I have been a Republican for twenty years’ (Hemingway 1999: 69) and is 

described by other members of the group as ‘very loyal to the Republic.’ (Hemingway 1999: 

65) She talks about her belief in the Republic, explicitly likening it to a religion. ‘I put great

illusion in the Republic. I believe firmly in the Republic and I have faith. I believe in it with

fervour as those who have religious faith believe in the mysteries.’ (Hemingway 1999: 96)

This religiosity among the guerrillas is highlighted in the final moments of Joaquin, a young

Communist who is part of El Sordo’s band.

“Pasionaria says “Better to die on thy-” ’Joaquin was saying to himself as the 
drone came nearer them. Then he shifted suddenly into ‘Hail Mary, full of grace, the 
Lord is with thee; Blessed art thou among women and Blessed is the fruit of thy womb 
Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death, 
Amen. Holy Mary, Mother of God,’ he started, then he remembered quickly as the roar 
came now unbearably and started an act of contrition racing in it, ‘Oh my God, I am 
heartily sorry for having offended thee who art worthy of all my love-” (Hemingway 
1999: 333) 



Anselmo, like Pilar, is a staunch Republican, and although he is very uneasy about 

killing other men, even Fascists, he is prepared to commit this ‘great sin’ for the cause. He 

has the same quasi-religious faith in the Republic as Pilar and Joaquin: 

One thing I have that no man nor any God can take from me and that is that I have 
worked well for the Republic. I have worked hard for the good that we will all share 
later. I have worked my best from the first of the movement and I have done nothing 
that I am ashamed of. All I am sorry for is the killing...Later on there may be certain 
days that one can work for the state or something that one can do that will remove it...as 
in the days of the Church. (Hemingway 1999: 206) 

Jordan is identified early on as an anti-fascist. 

“He is a communist,” Maria said. “They are very serious gente.” 
“Are you a communist?” 
“No I am an anti-fascist.” 
“For a long time?” 
“Since I have understood fascism.’ 
“How long is that?” 
“For nearly ten years.” (Hemingway 1999: 69) 

Jordan is no adventurer; he has come to Spain to fight against fascism, which he feared and 

resisted long before the start of the civil war. He describes his early war experiences, fighting 

with a brigade, as feeling as though he was: 

taking part in a crusade...It was a feeling of consecration to a duty towards all of the 
oppressed of the world which would be as difficult and embarrassing to speak about as 
religious experience...It gave you a part in something that you could believe in wholly 
and completely and in which you felt an absolute brotherhood with the others who were 
engaged in it. (Hemingway 1999: 243)  

Jordan is no longer in this ‘state of grace.’ (Hemingway 1999: 245) He has become more 

cynical. ‘What were his politics then? He had none now, he told himself.’ (Hemingway 1999: 

170) Despite his lack of politics, however, Jordan is completely committed to the Republican

cause, seeing himself and the guerrillas as mere tools to carry out an order. He admires the

discipline and determination of the Communists.

Here in Spain the Communists offered the best discipline and the soundest and sanest 
for the prosecution of the war. He accepted their discipline for the duration of the war 
because, in the conduct of the war, they were the only party whose program and whose 
discipline he could respect. (Hemingway 1999: 170) 



He also sympathises with the Communist point of view that the most important thing is to 

win the war when in discussion with the guerrillas, even if it means putting aside the 

revolution. 

“Are we to win this war and lose the revolution?” 
 “Nay,” Robert Jordan said. “But if we do not win this war there will be no 
revolution nor any Republic nor any thou nor any me nor anything but the most grand 
carajo.” 

“So say I,” Anselmo said. “That we should win the war.” 
“And afterwards shoot the anarchists and the Communists and all this canalla 

except the good Republicans,” Agustin said. (Hemingway 1999: 295) 

However, despite Jordan’s sympathies with their actions in Spain, he is quite definitely not a 

Communist, something which is underlined several times. He has a natural distrust of 

Communist dogma and bigotry: 

Enemies of the people. That was a phrase he might omit. That was a catch phrase he 
would skip...He had gotten to be as bigoted and hide-bound about his politics as a hard-
shelled Baptist and phrases like enemies of the people came into his mind without his 
much criticising them in any way. Any sort of clichés both revolutionary and patriotic. 
His mind employed them without criticism. Of course they were true but it was too 
easy to be nimble about using them...To be bigoted you have to be absolutely sure that 
you are right and nothing makes that surety and righteousness like continence. 
(Hemingway 1999: 171) 

There are two main sections of the book which portray the Communists in a negative 

light. One is the long description of Gaylord’s, the hotel in Madrid the Russians had taken 

over. Jordan’s loss of innocence is measured by his changing reaction to the place.  

Gaylord’s itself had seemed indecently luxurious and corrupt. But why shouldn’t the 
representatives of a power that governed a sixth of the world have a few comforts? 
Well, they had them and Robert Jordan had at first been repelled by the whole business 
and then had accepted it and enjoyed it...At one time he had thought Gaylord’s had 
been bad for him. It was the opposite of the puritanical, religious communism of 
Velazquez 63, the Madrid palace that had been turned into the International Brigade 
headquarters in the capital. At Velazquez 63 it was like being a member of a religious 
order – and Gaylord’s was a long way away from the feeling you had at the 
headquarters... (Hemingway 1999: 240) 

Gaylord’s is where Jordan sees behind the curtain, in a sense. Here he comes to 

understand how much influence the Russians have had, even since before the conflict: 

‘Gaylord’s was the place where you met famous peasant and worker Spanish commanders 



who had sprung to arms from the people at the start of the war without any previous military 

training and found that many of them spoke Russian. That had been the first big disillusion to 

him.’ (Hemingway 1999: 237) His friend Karkov, a Russian journalist, epitomises this 

cynicism in several exchanges with Jordan, which are almost Orwellian.  

 

 “I thought that you did not believe in political assassination.” 
 “It is practised extensively,” Karkov said. “Very, very extensively.” 
 “But-” 
 “We do not believe in acts of terrorism by individuals,” Karkov had smiled. “But 
certainly we execute and destroy such veritable fiends and dregs of humanity and the 
treacherous dogs of generals and the revolting spectacle of admirals unfaithful to their 
trust. These are destroyed. They are not assassinated. You see the difference?” 
(Hemingway 1999: 255) 

 

 They also discuss the May fighting in Barcelona and the POUM. Karkov was there 

during the fighting and tells Jordan the ‘truth’ about what happened. 

 

 “...Barcelona makes you laugh.” 
 “What about the POUM putsch?” 
 “The POUM were never really serious. It was a heresy of crackpots and wild men 
and it was really just an infantilism...The poor POUM. They were silly people.” 
 “But were many killed in the putsch?” 
 “Not as many as were shot afterwards or will be shot...Poor POUM. They never 
did kill anybody. Not at the front nor anywhere else. A few in Barcelona, yes.” 
 “Were you there?” 
 “Yes. I have sent a cable describing the wickedness of that infamous organisation 
of Trotskyite murderers and their fascist machinations all beneath contempt, but 
between us, it is not very serious, the POUM.” (Hemingway 1999: 256) 

 

At Gaylord’s Jordan is educated in a way by Karkov, who puts forward the classic argument 

about means and ends, and Jordan comes round to his way of thinking a little: ‘He had 

learned that. If a thing was right fundamentally the lying was not supposed to matter. There 

was a lot of lying though. He did not care for the lying at first. He hated it. Then later he had 

come to like it. It was part of being an insider but it was a very corrupting business.’ 

(Hemingway 1999: 238) However, this is qualified a page or so later. ‘But now he knew 

enough to accept the necessity for all the deception and what he learned at Gaylord’s only 

strengthened him in his belief in the things that he did hold to be true. He liked to know how 

it really was; not how it was supposed to be. There was always lying in a war.’ (Hemingway 

1999: 239) Jordan doesn’t necessarily approve; as with so many of the Communists’ actions, 



he accepts the necessity in times of war but doesn’t go further than that, and his main concern 

is that he knows the lies for what they are and so has access to ‘how it really is’. 

There are some scathing portraits of individual, high up Communists in For Whom the Bell 

Tolls, notably Andre Marty and La Pasionaria. Andre Marty is described in the most damning 

terms: 

 “He may be a glory and all,” said the corporal, putting his hand on Andres’s 
shoulder. “But he is crazy as a bedbug. He has a mania for shooting people.” 

“Truly shooting them?” 
 “Como los oyes,” said the corporal. “That old one kills more than the bubonic 
plague...But he doesn’t kill fascists like we do. Que va. Not in joke. Mata bichos raros. 
He kills rare things. Trotzkyites. Divagationers. Any type of rare beasts.” 

Andres did not understand any of this.  
“When we were at Escorial we shot I don’t know how many for him,” the corporal 

said. “We always furnish the firing party. The members of the Brigades would not 
shoot their own men. Especially the French. To avoid difficulties it is always we who 
do it. We shot French. We have shot Belgians. We have shot others of divers 
nationality. Of all types. Tiene mania de fusilar gente. Always for political things. He’s 
crazy.” (Hemingway 1999: 436) 

La Pasionaria is also criticised by the ordinary Spaniards. When El Sordo’s men are 

surrounded on the hilltop, knowing that they will be killed before dawn, her slogans seem 

immaterial to the battle facing them, especially with the revelation that her son is safely out 

of danger. 

 Joaquin said, bringing them out as though they were talismans, “Pasionaria says it 
is better to die on your feet than live on your knees.” 
 “Mierda again,” the man said and another man said, over his shoulder, “We’re on 
our bellies, not our knees.” 
 “Thou. Communist. Do you know your Pasionaria has a son thy age in Russia 
since the start of the movement?” 

“It’s a lie,” Joaquin said. 
 “Que va, it’s a lie,” the other said. “The dynamiter with the rare name told me. He 
was of thy party, too. Why should he lie?” 

“It’s a lie,” Joaquin said. “She would not do such a thing as keep a son hidden in 
Russia out of the war.” (Hemingway 1999: 319) 

The anarchists also come in for criticism. There is no detailed examination of their political 

views or prominent anarchist figures as there is with the Communists, but there are several 

throwaway comments, made not just by Jordan but by the guerrillas too. Pilar describes them 



as drunks and madmen when she is telling Jordan about the killing of the fascists orchestrated 

by Pablo: 

 Two men had fallen down and lay on their backs in the middle of the square and 
were passing a bottle back and forth between them. One would take a drink and then 
shout, “Viva la Anarquia!” lying on his back and shouting as though he were a 
madman. He had a red-and-black handkerchief around his neck. The other shouted, 
“Viva la Libertad!” and kicked his feet in the air and then bellowed, “Viva la Libertad!” 
again. He had a red-and-black handkerchief too and he waved it in one hand and waved 
the bottle with the other. (Hemingway 1999: 126) 

She sees them as worse than useless in the fight against Fascism: ‘It would have been 

better for the town if they had thrown over twenty or thirty of the drunkards, especially those 

of the red-and-black scarves, and if we ever have another revolution I believe they should be 

destroyed at the start.’ (Hemingway 1999: 133) Andres feels the same. 

 He did not like these people who were like dangerous children; dirty, foul, 
undisciplined, kind, loving, silly and ignorant but always dangerous because they were 
armed. He, Andres, was without politics except that he was for the Republic. He had 
heard these people talk many times and he thought what they said was often beautiful 
and fine but he did not like them. (Hemingway 1999: 393) 

The novel is very even-handed in its portrayal of both communists and Anarchists. Neither 

party is posited as the one that has found the correct way of resisting the Fascists and the 

novel’s fairness is one of its strengths.  

The book is engaged with one of the great political events and some of the great 
political issues of the time, and one of its most impressive features is its undogmatic 
fairness. Although acknowledgedly committed to the Spanish Republican cause and 
against Fascism and the Fascist government of Spain, it is never propaganda. The 
author emphasises, rather than conceals, the brutalities of the Republicans; he is 
compassionate towards those individual Spaniards who fought for fascism even though 
he manifests hate for the fascist order. He is generally a sympathetic admirer of the 
Communists in Spain, but remains aloof from them: he shows their spots, as well as 
virtues, and is careful to make plain that communism and republicanism are not the 
same, though they are cobelligerents. (Williams 1981: 138) 

Although there is no criticism of the politics of the Republicans, Hemingway takes pains to 

emphasise not only the acts of brutality that were carried out in the name of the Republic, 

such as the killing of the fascists in Pablo’s village, but also the humanity of their supposed 



enemies. Lieutenant Berrendo is portrayed as a good man, even as he kills the young 

Communist, Joaquin. 

Joaquin was bleeding from the nose and from the ears. He had known nothing and had 
no feeling since he had suddenly been in the very heart of the thunder and the breath 
had been wrenched from his body when the one bomb struck so close and Lieutenant 
Berrendo made the sign of the cross and then shot him in the back of the head, as 
quickly and as gently, if such an abrupt movement can be gentle, as Sordo had shot the 
wounded horse. (Hemingway 1999: 333) 

For Hemingway the humanity of his characters is far more important than their 

politics, and this is reflected in Jordan’s attitude to the war and his political beliefs. 

You believe in Liberty, Equality and Fraternity. You believe in Life, Liberty and the 
Pursuit of Happiness. Don’t ever kid yourself with too much dialectics. They are for 
some but not for you. You have to know them in order not to be a sucker...But 
afterwards you can discard what you do not believe in...What you have with Maria, 
whether it lasts just through today and a part of tomorrow, or whether it lasts for a long 
life is the most important thing that can happen to a human being. (Hemingway 1999: 
315) 

As implied in this excerpt, his relationship with Maria affects his political 

commitment. He still has a strong sense of duty, emphasised again and again in the inner 

monologues, but he is no longer as willing to die for the cause: 

Maria was very hard on his bigotry. So far she had not affected his resolution but he 
would much prefer not to die. He would abandon a hero’s or a martyr’s end gladly...No. 
He would like to spend some time with Maria. That was the simplest expression of it. 
He would like to spend a long, long time with her. (Hemingway 1999: 173) 

He will not abandon his mission, although it becomes more and more complicated, but he has 

a presentiment that these orders will cost him his life. He resents it, even early in the book, 

but stops himself quickly: 

He resented them for what they could do to him and for what they could do to 
this old man. They were bad orders all right for those who would have to carry them 
out. And that is not the way to think, he told himself, and there is not you, and there are 
not people that things must not happen to. Neither you nor this old man is anything. 
You are instruments to do your duty. (Hemingway 1999: 46) 

But when it comes to the day of the attack, after the last few days with Maria, he does, 

in fact, resent the orders deeply. Life has become more important to him than the struggle. 



‘Maria is my true love and my wife. I never had a true love. I never had a wife. She is also 

my sister, and I never had a sister, and my daughter, and I will never have a daughter. I hate 

to leave a thing that is so good.’ (Hemingway 1999: 397)  

For Whom the Bell Tolls was published in October 1940 to immediate critical acclaim and 

commercial success. It received the best reviews of any of Hemingway’s work yet, and it was 

a Book of the Month Club selection which sold out before it was even published. Within a 

few weeks Paramount pictures offered $100,000 (and a provision for each copy sold) for its 

movie rights. (Wagner-Martin 2007: 133) In the trailer for the film, it is called ‘The Most 

Widely Read Book of our Time’ and ‘Hemingway’s Celebrated Novel.’ 

Called a ‘magnificent romance,’ ‘uplifting’ and ‘his finest’, the novel, according to 
John Chamberlain [a literary critic involved in left-wing political causes] ‘redeems a 
decade of futility’ during which Hemingway was writing non-fiction. While there were 
detractors, usually critics on the left, claiming that Hemingway had not understood 
what was going on in Spain, the praise overwhelmed the criticism. (Wagner-Martin 
2007: 133) 

Hemingway was very popular in the Soviet Union before the Spanish civil war. He was first 

published there in 1934. Although, as seen above, he rejected political writing, by the middle 

thirties the ‘Popular Front’ strategy of the Soviet Union had led to ‘increased tolerance of 

‘bourgeois’ writers and urged the cultivation of political allies among Western intellectuals. 

Hemingway was an active antifascist, and Soviet Union was particularly anxious to lend a 

helping hand to those whom it considered its potential friends.’ (Brown 1953: 144) 

His earlier works, such as The Sun Also Rises, A Farewell to Arms, To Have and To 

Have Not were published and serialised in magazines, along with a collection of excerpts 

from four of his books, and his stories were also printed frequently. Although Hemingway’s 

themes were not those of revolutionary socialism, nor his heroes particularly socially 

engaged, this early work did contain a fixation with death and a subsequent tone of 

pessimism, hopelessness and fatality. A disillusionment and general cynicism were also 

present, and Soviet critics found in this a rejection of the bourgeois capitalist culture that 

Hemingway was part of.  

The necessity of returning to life in these decadent surroundings, so the Soviet 
interpretation goes, solidified the feeling of moral devastation in the author. Acutely 
perceiving the ugliness and purposelessness of existence under the conditions of 



capitalism, he became the prey of a chronic and bottomless scepticism, denying all 
ideals... (Brown 1953: 146) 

Within a few short years he was very well known and respected by critics and authors 

alike, to the extent that, in 1937, when fifteen leading Soviet authors were asked by the 

editors of a literary magazine to name their favourite foreign author, nine of them named 

Hemingway. When the Spanish civil war broke out, Hemingway’s departure for Spain was 

‘widely heralded in the Soviet Union’ (Brown 1953: 153), and his play, The Fifth Column, 

was the first thing to reach Soviet readers. ‘The critics reacted to this work with complete and 

unanimous enthusiasm,’ (Brown 1953: 154) seeing in it Hemingway at last dealing with the 

themes of social destiny they had previously found lacking in his work.  

For Whom the Bell Tolls was not published in Russia, despite the fact that it was translated, 

and the manuscript passed around the Soviet literary world.  

A few remarks made by the critic Mendelson in 1947 help to explain its suppression. 
Mendelson complained that Hemingway had proved incapable of dealing with 
‘advanced’ ideas, and that he had ‘perverted the meaning of many of the most 
important points of the civil war in Spain’. He had failed to ‘humanise’ his hero, and 
had made him the protagonist of the ‘American ideals of agrarian democracy of the 
middle of the past century.’ Hemingway’s only genuinely positive characters, 
according to Mendelson, were his Spanish partisans. And his treatment of Andre Marty 
and other ‘international figures’ was ‘absolutely distorted’. (Brown 1953: 155) 

5.3  Land and Freedom by Ken Loach 

Like Hemingway’s novel, Land and Freedom was accused of similar distortions when it was 

released, almost 55 years later. Jim Allen, the screenwriter of Land and Freedom, describes 

the Spanish civil war as ‘the last of the great causes- the issue was simple and clear cut. It 

was good against evil, it was fascism against democracy.’ (Land and Freedom 1995) 

However the issues that Land and Freedom deals with are far more complex. The film 

dramatises the conflict that arose between the Communists and the Anarchists/POUMists and 

explores the debate around land collectivisation and the absorption of the militias into the 

Popular Army. 

The central character is David Carr, a Communist from Liverpool who makes his way to 

Spain to fight for the Republic. He meets a French anarchist on the train to Barcelona, 



Bernard, and together they join a militia which happens to be affiliated to the POUM. On his 

arrival, the captain explains the position to him. ‘To the west of us are the Anarchists and we 

fight together, comrades in arms, to defeat and destroy the Fascists and make the workers’ 

and peasants’ revolution.’  

Carr writes home to his girlfriend that he is not in Communist brigade, but ‘it doesn’t 

matter, because we’re all fighting the same enemy.’ This establishes his idealism about the 

war but also his political naivete at the beginning of his civil war experience. 

The first battle sees the unit attacking a village held by the Fascists. The action was 

successful and the Fascists were driven out of the village. The priest, who had been firing on 

the villagers and the militia from the steeple of the church, was executed, and the villagers 

have a debate about whether or not to collectivise the land. There is a long discussion where 

the villagers and the soldiers outline the various standpoints on collectivisation according to 

their politics. In this twelve minute sequence Loach portrays the split between the factions of 

the left with regards to collectivising the land, the Communist character in clear opposition 

with the others. Bernard states that ‘Private ownership must be given up, cancelled, 

forgotten…it maintains the people in [a] capitalist mentality.’ Lawrence, the American takes 

a pragmatic approach, typical of a Communist: ‘This is not the time for these textbook 

arguments about socialism or land reform: we have to defeat Fascism, that’s the 

priority…These people cannot collectivise anything if they’re dead.’ 

The discussion develops into the wider issue of which should be prioritised; the war 

or the revolution, and Laurence goes on to make the Popular Front argument that revolution 

will only scare away any capitalist countries that might help. The other characters argue that 

making the revolution will inspire the working classes in other countries to support them. 

‘These people think they have something, but they have nothing. We have to show the people 

that, that we’re poor but we’re alive and we’ve got power now, we don’t have to be seized by 

fear.’ Bernard, the French volunteer, says ‘working people around the world are looking to us 

now…it is not the right time to fight each other but together.’ Jimmy, a Scottish volunteer, 

makes the point that collectivisation will increase the peasants’ support for the Republic. For 

the most part uneducated and illiterate, a vigorous programme of land reform would have 

given them something tangible to fight for. ‘We need to look to the two million landless 

peasants…unless we harness that energy now, the ideas will be dead, there’ll be no change, 

and this will all be in vain.’  



David is less sure. Although he comments ‘Unless we win the war there’s no point in 

having the ideology’, he states his case less forcibly than Laurence which creates the 

impression that he is more open and accepting of the various shades of political opinion 

throughout the group. The discussion ends in a vote for collectivisation.    

After the group has been together some time, there is another, similar scene where 

Loach opens up the action to allow a space for the conflicting political positions at the heart 

of the conflict to be explored. Miguel, the captain, receives a summons to go to the command 

post to discuss the integration of the militias into the new Communist led Popular Army. He 

states that if they refuse, the government will continue to withhold arms from them. Laurence 

again takes the pragmatic approach: ‘we have to try to see the reality of the situation 

here…the best training is going to come from a regular disciplined army.’ Many of the 

soldiers are against the idea, and Bernard, the main critic of the Communist position, points 

out that ‘the creation of a new army with its saluting, discipline, military hierarchy will 

destroy the revolutionary spirit of the people, ok? It’s exactly what Stalinists expect.’ David 

disagrees: ‘That makes no sense Bernard. The Communist party was set up for revolution. 

Why would it want to suppress a revolutionary spirit?’ But Bernard identifies the militia as 

the heart of the struggle, and Jimmy points out that if they accept the better weapons, they 

come with conditions. Again, they vote as a group to keep the militia, and David, convinced 

by the arguments of the others, votes with them.  

In the next scene, when training villagers, David is injured by a defective rifle that 

backfires into his shoulder. As a result Laurence leaves the militia, seeing their vote as a vote 

for faulty equipment. David is taken to hospital and then goes to Barcelona, where Blanca, 

one of the militiawomen, is waiting for him. She discovers that he has signed up for the 

Popular Army too, and they have an argument. 

 “Yeah I fought with the POUM, but look what fucking happened to me, I got a big 
piece of metal in my arm.” 
 “But you know perfectly well why…you know they refuse us arms. David, the 
Stalinists are betraying the revolution.” 
 “I came to Spain to fight for socialism, to fight for the Republic, and the best way I 
can think to do that is with the International Brigades, and if what you’re saying is true 
I’m sure there’s a good reason, an explanation of some sort.” 

“Of course it’s true, and there is an explanation. It’s called Stalinism.” 



Blanca goes back to the front and David, left in Barcelona, gets caught up in the May  

fighting. He is fighting on the side of the Communists, but is sickened and disillusioned by 

the whole thing. In a letter home, he says, ‘The Party stinks, Kit. And I never thought I’d see 

the day where I’d say that. It’s evil and corrupt. In Barcelona I saw good comrades snatched 

off the streets and executed, others disappeared into torture chambers, and it’s still going on.’ 

After the fighting is over, he rips up his Communist Party card and makes his way back to the 

militia group at the front.  

One of the last scenes in the film is the aftermath of a battle. The group are resting. Some of 

them are wounded, Jimmy among them, and Blanca and Maite, the other militiawomen, are 

bandaging their wounds. Suddenly two trucks drive up and a company of soldiers 

disembarks. In contrast to the ragged militia they are in smart khaki uniforms, and Laurence 

is with them. The militia are told that the POUM has been made illegal and the soldiers have 

come to forcibly disband the unit, sending them home apart from the leaders who are to be 

arrested on charges of conspiracy with the Fascists and collaborating with Franco. The scene 

is one of chaos, the militiamen shouting at the soldiers, the Popular Army officer demanding 

that they give up their weapons. Several of the militia are weeping with rage and frustration – 

‘we’ve fought for nothing, comrades.’ The confrontation escalates and Blanca is killed.  

The final scene of the film is the present day funeral of David Carr. His granddaughter drops 

a handful of earth from the grave of Blance, collectivised land, on to the coffin, and raises her 

hand in the clenched fist salute.  

Land and Freedom takes the same political perspective of the conflict as Homage to 

Catalonia, which Loach says was one of the main starting points for the script. And like 

Orwell’s account of his time in Spain, Land and Freedom ignited bitter debate when it was 

released. Some of the reaction to the film comes from predictable quarters; a review of 

Loach’s work, including Land and Freedom, in the Daily Mail comments:  

But what is truth in the hands of this Marxist propagandist? Loach makes low-budget 
films with amateur actors, which has given him the freedom to roam with his 
campaigning camera and small crew…In the hands of this Warwickshire-born 
Trotskyite, the film Land And Freedom (which told of a young Scouser who fights for 
republicans in Spain in 1936) is as savage an attack on Stalin as it is on fascism…Of 
course, there is no doubting his artistic talent, his breadth, his imagination, his 
commitment and even his humour. Yet Loach is so mired in the past that he seems 



incapable of making a film that is not, at bottom, old-fashioned propaganda. (Edwards 
2006) 

There were more positive reviews from less right wing reviewers: 

The establishment has preferred a view of history in which the extremists of Fascism 
and Communism fought each other in a far off foreign land. It is in this context that 
Loach’s film should be seen, helping in some way to tell stories which have for too 
long been obscured or distorted by established interests. (Quickenden 1995) 

It attracted vitriol, however, from the remaining veterans of the conflict, who 

disagreed with the portrayal of politics in the film, accusing Loach of misrepresentation. 

A group of International Brigade veterans, mainly with Communist sympathies, was 
invited to a preview of Land and Freedom in London last month. Afterwards, they 
rounded on Jim Allen, the screenwriter, and Loach himself. The film focused on a tiny 
part of the war, they said... The angry veterans concluded that the POUM had opted out 
of the combined struggle by trying to advance its own agenda, and Loach's argument 
about betrayal was therefore a travesty. One veteran even said he hoped his 
grandchildren would not see the film. (Steele 1995) 

Bill Alexander, who’d been the final leader of the British Battalion, went further and saw a 

conspiracy behind Loach’s work:  

The bourgeois ideological offensive taking place at the present time explains the £2.5 
million supplied to Ken Loach from some very dubious quarters to enable him to make 
the film Land and Freedom, which so glorifies certain Anarchist factions which acted in 
a counter-revolutionary fashion during the Spanish Civil War, and which so denigrates 
the real heroes of that war - the Communists from Spain and other countries who 
fought for the Republic - and the international working-class movement, especially the 
Soviet Union, and still more especially, that most deadly enemy of the bourgeoisie, 
Comrade Stalin. [After some discussion of the history] It is clear from all I have said 
that by far the most important front at the time the events in his film supposedly take 
place was the Madrid front. Why did he not make a film about that? Why did he not 
portray the exceptional heroism of the people of Madrid as German shells fell all 
around them? That would have been a film worth making. Why has Loach been given 
so much money to make such a film? Why is Orwell being taught in the schools as if he 
were a great author? It can only be that the ruling circles in imperialist countries want 
to lower people's vigilance against fascism. (Alexander 1996) 

This criticism is difficult to take seriously given the conspiracy suggested by 

Alexander, but the violence of his language shows that, to the people involved, the question 

of how the war should have been fought was never settled and still matters passionately to the 



participants. Michael O’Riordan, author of a history of the Irish International Brigadiers and 

Chair of the Communist Party of Ireland supported Alexander’s position: 

The film also gives the false impression that 'no pasaran' (they shall not pass) was a 
slogan of the pseudo-revolutionary POUM organisation which was playing at 
revolution when the task was to defend democratic government. The slogan was coined 
by the Communist leader Dolores Ibarruri (known as La Passionaria) and was the 
slogan of the pro-government forces, not a POUM slogan. Finally, the film gives a 
totally misleading picture of the experiences of the 45,000 volunteers, 145 of them 
from Ireland, who fought in the International Brigade. (O’Riordan 1996)  

A review of the film on the Communist Party website states that ‘the political 

Interpretation of the Spanish Civil War...is the film's weakness, providing a distorted view of 

one of this century's greatest political conflicts and denigrating many of those who took part.’ 

It goes on to state: 

Obviously, Loach and his pals would have supported one of the many insignificant 
leftist groupings that continue to plague Spanish politics. They would most certainly 
have had the support of International finance capital as they always have done. Loach 
should be asking why it is that his financial backers, the BBC and the European Co-
production Fund (UK), are prepared to lay out so much money to ensure that history is 
rewritten to reflect the interests of the establishment. There have been a million and one 
crimes committed in the name of communism. The defeat of the Republican forces in 
the Spanish Civil War was not one of them. (Sawtell 1996) 

Again, this criticism is difficult to take seriously, but it shows that the interpretation of 

events of the Spanish civil war is still being argued over, even by those who were not 

involved in the conflict. 

However, for ex-POUM militants in Spain, Land and Freedom acknowledges a part of their 

history that they’d believed suppressed forever. Joan Rochabert, leader of a militia centuria 

during the war, advised on the film. ‘It is his memory of being arrested when the regular 

Republican army disarmed the militias which laid the basis for the climactic scene in Loach's 

film.’ Another POUM militant, Pilar Santiago, says that her worst memory of the conflict is 

her husband’s death, but her second worst is the accusation of collaborating with the Fascists 

and betraying the Republic. ‘We found it was being broadcast by POUM people who had 

gone over to the Communists - typical Stalinist smear tactics…She welcomes Loach's film as 

a ‘window of opportunity’, provoking a belated historical debate in Spain. Rocabert, too, 



believes that the tacit agreement not to talk about the civil war after the peaceful transition 

from Fascism after 1975 should lapse now.’ (Steele 1995) 

David Archibald, in an article entitled The war that won’t die, explores the significance of 

these reactions. 

Ken Loach's Land and Freedom was released in 1995 amidst a flurry of critical praise 
and political debate. Using as its starting point George Orwell's classic autobiographical 
account, Homage to Catalonia, Land and Freedom focuses on the bitter internal 
struggles within the republican movement that assisted the fascists' victory. Like Why 
Did We Lose the War?, by re-examining the debates over the need for a revolutionary 
war to defeat Franco, Loach attempts to rehabilitate the war's revolutionary dimensions, 
suggesting that the conflict was more than a simple struggle between fascism and 
democracy. The closing slow-motion shooting of Blanca, a metaphorical representation 
of the betrayal of the revolution by the Spanish communists, caused bitter controversy 
and kick-started a reappraisal of the conflict inside Spain. The furore provoked by Land 
and Freedom confirms the importance of cinematic images to contemporary audiences' 
understanding of the past. (Archibald 2000) 

The ensuing debate over the film and the merits of Loach himself points more to 

success than failure. In taking any stance, a piece on the Spanish civil war must always find 

dissenters, showing that communism and the war resonate still. A film which failed to ignite 

fierce opposition would be the true betrayal.  



 

6.  Conclusion 

 

The Spanish Civil War was a cause that, at the time, energised the left wing movement 

throughout the world. The official estimate for the number of foreigners that fought in the 

International Brigades is 40,000. This figure does not include the other 5000 men who fought 

in other units of the Republicans armies or airforce. Tens of thousands of ordinary working 

men came from over fifty two countries to Spain, to fight in a country that wasn’t their own, 

for a Republic that wasn’t theirs. They saw themselves as ‘comrades in a great campaign, co-

workers in a magnificent enterprise’ (Gray 2008: 26) but they did not achieve what they set 

out to do. They were fighting against troops with better training and equipment who had the 

help of Mussolini and Hitler’s forces, but they were also let down by their own leaders who 

were unable to maintain a united front against fascism.  The faith of these men who went to 

fight for the Spanish Republic moved and inspired me when I read about it in their own 

words, but faith and doubt are two sides of the same coin, and it was devastating to discover 

how badly this faith was betrayed by the actions of the communist leaders.  

  

By the end of 1937 there were an alarmingly large number of left wing heretics in 
Republican gaols, and some International Brigade volunteers were going home 
disillusioned by communist dishonesty and power-seeking. (Toynbee 1976: 40) 

 

Over seventy years after the end of the war, the conflict still provokes considerable 

interest. Generally recognised as one of the crucial political battlegrounds of the recent 

history, the Spanish civil war is often referred to as the last great cause, and the real tragedy 

of all the violent polemics between the Republic’s various factions is that they lost not only 

the war but the faith of their soldiers.  

 

After the war, a Spanish corps commander told me that he considered the Communist 
propaganda to have done the Republican cause more harm than good. We had a good 
enough cause to have been able to afford to tell the truth. (Koestler 1950: 250) 

 

There can be no doubt that many of the men who fought in the International Brigades 

accepted what they were told by the Party, but there were others, men who had believed that 

they were fighting in good faith for a worthy cause, who came to mistrust the leaders that had 

betrayed the pact of solidarity made in the first days of the war among the left wing parties. 



This was a crushing realisation for many of the volunteers, fighting for a cause in which they 

passionately believed but under leadership which they distrusted and which regarded men 

like Bob Smillie, George Orwell and Jason Gurney as enemies. This bleeding of political 

beliefs into social status and camaraderie was something I wanted to explore further; the 

sudden shift in attitude toward men previously called ‘comrade’, the euphoria of arriving to 

participate in the war against fascism and the subsequent comedown. They saw themselves as 

crusaders, defenders of democracy, comrades united against fascism in ‘a new world of 

universal freedom and equality’ (Gurney 1979: 49) but their experience of the war effectively 

shattered these core ideals, leaving only the remnants of this belief and the rejection of 

certainty. These men were the victims of a Faustian pact, lost and far from home, no longer 

sure what they were fighting for. They lost not only the war, but the faith that had motivated 

them to sign up in the first place and this central message, read between the lines of the many 

accounts of the war, provided the theme for What Remains.   
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