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Back in 2007, the Museum of the City of New York displayed an exhibition entitled “Facing Fascism: New York and the Spanish Civil War”. Like the Imperial War Museum, which back in 2002 set up an exhibition to mark the sixty-fifth anniversary of the arrival in Spain of the International Brigades, called “Dreams and Nightmares”, New York’s Museum embarked upon the undertaking of offering its visitors the chance of learning more about that far-off war, whose wounds appear to remain unhealed and whose cause still seems to stir as many passions today as it did in the past. Actually, the passage of time has not made it any less controversial and many intellectuals on both sides of the Atlantic—as well as on both sides of the political spectrum—still feel compelled to take sides.
When the exhibition opened, some local press reacted with a captious animosity. Writing for The New York Sun (“Glamorizing History at City Museum”, front‑page story, March 22), Ronald Radosh, author of Spain Betrayed: The Soviet Union in the Spanish Civil War (2005), accused the exhibition organisers of ‘echo[ing] the Comintern’s phony propaganda’ and of ‘further glamorizing and distorting the record with a biased account of the issues that sent a few thousand left-wing New Yorkers to volunteer to fight on the side of the Republic’. A couple of days later, The New York Times followed suit. One of its reviewers, Edward Rothstein, in an article dated March 24 and entitled “The Spanish Civil War: Black and White in a Murky, Ambiguous World” would argue that ‘this show (…) deviates little from what would have once been called the party line’—a remark that might lead the reader to think that there would be some sort of deadpan humour involved in Rothstein’s appraisal of the exhibition were it not for the fact that he went on to call the it an ‘attempt to rehabilitate the Communist left’ and ‘to re-establish the civil war as a morality tale’. As we read the rest of the article, it becomes all too obvious that his intention was, first and foremost, to expose the ideological bias and political sympathies of the Museum curators. But he was so determined to expose the farce that he almost instantly sank deep in the quicksand of historical oversimplification. He labelled the volunteers as little more than unwitting agents of the Soviets and doubted that Franco had ever been ‘an arm of what was called “international fascism”’. He even claimed that the Spanish dictator’s ‘tyrannical vision never came up to the standards set by Hitler’s mad plans or Stalin’s demonic enterprise, which is one reason Spain could easily slip into democracy after Franco’s death’. That the arguments he marshalled go against every bit of evidence collected by better‑informed sources is of little import here. It is small wonder that Paul Preston’s impressive body of research (Preston 1986, 1993, 1996, 1998, 2001a, 2001b) and Eric Hobsbawm’s historical exegesis (2001) ended up reduced to rubble on the pages of The New York Times. Chastising scholars and authorities for their blatantly biased views on the war might provisionally earn Rothstein enough leeway to clothe his judgements in a garb of intellectual and moral pre-eminence, but it would soon become obvious that by pursuing this line of reasoning he was running the risk of sounding vague or superficial. So he turned to Orwell and to the ill-concealed grudge the author of Homage to Catalonia (1938) harboured against Communists to lend some credence to his views. Orwell claimed that almost every man fighting for the Republic ended up ‘disillusioned’ in the first few weeks. This allowed Rothstein to conclude that those who did not, as in the case of the so-called ‘heroes of the Lincoln Brigade’, had to be ‘blind—or worse’. By the time we finish reading his article, we get the feeling that all that Rothstein was trying to do was to usher us into a political farce of bad taste where every actor hardly rose above the status of a discredited buffoon.

His remarks could easily be confused with a tardy revisitation of McCarthyism, were it not for the fact that the current archenemies of America preach neither class struggle nor the virtues of Leninism, but rather calls for the Jihad and praises the wisdom of the Prophet. Anyway, what these reactions show, if anything, is that the old political issues raised by the Spanish Civil War  have not yet been settled in the political imaginary of the American (and European, I might add) intelligentsia. And they do not necessarily have to be. If people are still so passionately engaged in defending their points of view on a conflict that took place over seventy years ago, it does not only mean that some of its most contentious issues have not yet been forsaken, but also that the ghosts and spectres of that terrible war still hang about, needing to be exorcised. However, if you start off by dismissing as sheer ‘party line’ the values and convictions of people who willingly subjected themselves to the horrors of war, you are missing the whole point. If Rothstein accuses the members of the Lincoln Brigade of being ‘blind—or worse’, then what are we to say of someone who claims that Franco did not score as high as Hitler as one of the most ruthless tyrants of the twentieth century?  Probably in Rothstein’s view there are things far worse than being shot, bombed, tortured, raped and left to rot in jails and concentration camps by their own people. Is it ‘phony propaganda’ (to use Radosh words) to condemn all such violence inflicted upon hapless people? Is making an individual choice that could entirely change your life and the political future of a country on the other side of the Atlantic just a way of toeing the ‘party line’? Is standing up against the fascist Gorgon a sign of abject subjection to Moscow’s whims? Allow me to be more provocative: are we not running the risk of whitewashing Fascism only because the first ones to oppose it were Communists?

If one believes that one has already learnt all the facts one needs to know about the history of the SCW, one may feel entitled to reproach the volunteers for their lack of political insight and for not having perceived that they were just expendable pawns in the hands of unscrupulous Communists. Apparently, in the study and analysis of international politics, as long as you know what the political elites think (Stalin, Hitler and the likes) and how their agendas have been set, it matters little whether common people actually believe in what they are fighting for or not. However, this reductionist perspective can only suit the intellectual needs of those who are trying to dodge a far more complex cultural and political phenomenon which does not and will not boil down to a ‘morality tale’—because, regardless of whatever he says, what Rothstein ends up doing is precisely replacing the ‘morality tale’ of the Museum curators with his own tale of reds beguiling ingenuous dockers and factory workers.

Contrary to what Radosh and Rothstein claimed, the exhibition at the City Museum was not a piece of propaganda of a fossilised political creed. It was rather about flesh and blood people, whose determination to fight on a foreign soil, not for the sake of their own personal benefits or interests but out of plain solidarity, should, first and foremost, compel us to question the ways their identities were constructed vis-à-vis the social, ideological and political context of the mid-thirties. 

Whatever motivations, convictions and aspirations these men and women had, their support for the war cannot be solely explained in the light of CPUSA’s defence of the Republican cause in Spain. As Edwin Rolfe, the founding editor of Partisan Review, once pointed out, ‘[t]he bridge between the impulse and the act is a highly personal process, one that men rarely divulge to others, even when they themselves are conscious enough to trace its intricate path. There is a no-man’s land between conviction and action into which the great majority of humankind never venture’ (quoted in Nelson and Hendricks 30).
Certainly we cannot discard the larger picture. At a time when US politics was marked by isolationism and neutrality, and Europe for most Americans meant nothing but trouble, the volunteers’ decision to cross the Atlantic was clearly a bold display of defiance of the established order. Public opinion might not have been entirely insensitive to the plight of the Spanish people, but military participation in another war simply did not enter the equation of the vast majority of Americans. The trauma of the Great War, which had swept away 130.000 US lives and had cost $30 billion, had led people to strongly oppose any involvement with European affairs. Besides, the urgent need for economic recovery during the dismal years of the Great Depression did not leave FDR much room for manoeuvre to influence international events. And even if he was inclined to act, he was not the least interested in jeopardizing US corporate investments in Germany and Italy, and so his positions regarding the intentions of the Fascist states remained, at best, ambivalent. 

There was, however, a strong political drive to counter such prevailing inertia. Given the consolidation of Fascist regimes in Europe and the threat they posed to Communist leaders and organizations, the Seventh Congress of the Comintern in 1935 officially abandoned the ‘Class against Class’ line and inaugurated the new political discourse of the People’s Fronts, urging national parties to seek the broadest possible political alliances with forces to their right. Much of their earlier opposition to FDR’s New Deal, which had once been labelled as just another manifestation of American Fascism, was dropped and the Democratic Party was presented in a more favourable light in elections. The main target of their attacks, as announced at the Enlarged Plenum of the Political Bureau held in New York May 9-10, 1936 
, seemed now restricted to what they called the ‘Republican-Liberty League-Hearst combination’, regarded as the main source of ‘the chief menace of fascism’. The party believed then that the only way of battling against the reactionary wing of the Republican Party would be the setting up of a mass Farmer-Labour Party, a project which, as they would soon acknowledge, had scant chances of succeeding. 

Actually, American Communists had reasons to be apprehensive about the way Fascism was growing in their own country. American proto-fascist organisations—like the KKK, the Black Legion, the American Legion, the American Liberty League or the Christian Front—had already proved that the country was not entirely impervious to the blood-curdling antics of extreme right-wing ideologies. Clinging on to the idea that the nation was at risk of succumbing to the forces of a hidden evil, these organizations overtly advocated rabid anti-Semitism and racism under the guise of traditional Christian values. The CPUSA was also worried about the fact that, although many people might not share exactly these very same views, they would still support the Fascist regimes in Europe because the latter were seen as last bulwark against Communism and the impending menace of revolutionary upheaval. 

And yet, to the American far left these strains of domestic Fascism did not matter as much as the events that what were taking place on the other side of the Atlantic. Their awareness that fascist powers would sooner or later drag western democracies, and the US in particular, to another armed conflict on a global scale heightened their sense of urgency. They had long realized that Fascism meant much more than just the sum of reactionary forces against Communism. As John Cookson wrote in a letter dated October 2, 1937, ‘under the mask of destroying Bolshevism [Germany and Italy] are openly and secretly attacking the democratic powers and even the semi-democratic powers […]. Fascism, in its fanatical attempt to solve its economic problems can only resort to power of war, and so we must characterize fascism as “Fascism is War.” Those things which represent the advance of human knowledge mean nothing to it…’ (Nelson and Hendricks 37). 
The advocacy of religious and racial hatred as one of the pillars of the Nazi regime, the curtailment of civil liberties and the elimination of political opponents in both Italy and Germany, along with Hitler and Mussolini’s ravenous territorial ambitions, could only signify that their prey of choice was not so much the radical left as democracy itself. Therefore, the volunteers’ decision to cross the Atlantic and join their other European comrades on Spanish soil had nothing to do with the alleged attempt to create a Soviet state there—an idea which a significant number of them would not have spurned anyway—, but derived instead from their conviction that this was a crusade for the defence of the very radical principles and ideals on which their own country had been founded. Through this experience overseas, they were given the chance of re-enacting the country’s foundational gestures and of following in the steps of their forefathers, who had once risked their lives for the end of colonialism and, ‘four score and seven years’ later, for the end of slavery. As a matter of fact, the nation knew well what words like ‘revolution’ and ‘civil war’ meant. These were words that struck deep: they had been engraved in the collective memory of the people by the blood thousands of compatriots had spilt in the name of liberty and equality. It is no coincidence that the Brigaders decided to cloak themselves in patriotic symbols and to call upon the country’s undying figure of Abraham Lincoln to vindicate their position on war and Fascism (although Marx would have certainly objected to it, he who had once depicted Lincoln as a ‘pusillanimous’ character (Marx np)). 

Nowhere was the firmness of their convictions more evident than in their letters. Their correspondence emerged from the desire to prove their commitment to a common cause and spoke of a common war experience, but each letter, in its uniqueness, ended up mirroring not only the social and political background of each individual fighter, but also his own particular perspective of the war, of world politics and of the problems back home. As a whole, however, these accounts weave, as in an epistolary novel, a larger-than-life narrative of outrage and solidarity, despair and hope, where the individual, out of his faith in the redeeming power of humanity, was willing to surrender his life for others. 
In a certain sense, fighting the scourge of Fascism in Europe was regarded as the opportunity to re-invent America and its myth of freedom and equality. Despite the ordeal they knew they would have to go through, the Old Continent had now become for many American left-wingers the locus of redemption from the evils of capitalism and of revived hope in a new political order marked by solidarity, egalitarianism and emancipation—an order that they hoped would soon span across the Atlantic and allow America to rediscover the values upon which her democracy rested.

There were, nonetheless, other things at stake. For these men and women coming from all walks of life, freeing Spain from the clutches of fascist powers also meant saving the entire world. As William Sennet wrote in January 30, 1938, ‘[to] those of us who have come here from other lands the war is not a question of adventure. Being profoundly antifascist we feel that a Loyalist victory will not only relieve the suffering of the Spanish people but will be a great blow to the Fascist nations who would spread the war over all the world’ (Nelson and Hendricks 320). 
Others wanted to come to the defence of their own minorities. Wilfred Mendelson voiced this concern when he proudly claimed:
Jews from Germany, France, England, Poland, Czech, Hungary, Rumania, all the front ranks of their respective movements have come to battle the common enemy of the workers, and of the Jews as a special oppressed minority. And Spain is perhaps a fit arena for this struggle. Here it was that the Medieval Inquisition drove the Jews from their homes and their livelihoods. Today Jews are returning welcomed by the entire Spanish people to fight the modern Inquisition, and in many cases the direct descendants of the ancient persecution—the Catholic Jesuit hierarchy—the feudal landholders combined with the finance capitalist oligarchy. Yes, Pop, I am sure we are fighting in the best Maccabean tradition. (40)

But others realized that the Spanish arena would decide much more than the fate of the minorities: it would determine the future of America itself, eventually leading to the completion of its long-deferred political project. One of the most remarkable epistlers, Canute Frankson, a Jamaican-born American, was the one who perhaps best incarnated this new spirit of redemption and renewal. He had migrated to the US with his wife in 1917 and had settled in Detroit, where he worked in the auto industry. He was all too familiar with the terror instilled in black people. The dreadful vividness of his descriptions unveils how deeply he was perturbed by racist violence back home: 
All we have to do is to think of the lynching of our people. We can but look back at the pages of American history stained with the blood of Negroes; stink with the burning bodies of our people hanging from trees; bitter with the groans of our tortured loved ones from whose living bodies ears, fingers, toes have been cut for souvenirs—living bodies into which red-hot pokers have been thrust. Ali because of a hate created in the minds of men and women by their masters who keep us all under their heels while they suck our blood, while they live in their bed of ease by exploiting us. (34)

His writings are all the more impressive because, unlike most black leaders of his time, he did not advocate vengeance upon those who had offended and humiliated his people, but realized instead that the offenders themselves were in fact not just perpetuators, but victims of the system of hate, oppression and segregation they were born into. Like Martin Luther King and Nelson Mandela decades later, he was aware that racism cannot be fought by preaching violent resistance or retribution:
Now, some of our so-called leaders would still have us believe that white people are our enemies. They go to all extremes to convince us that we must be loyal to our race leaders and especially to our race businessmen. But such is Kelly Miller’s, George Schuyler’s and [W.E.B.] DuBois’ contribution to America’s jim-crow system. It’s beginning to smell in our nostrils. We just simply can’t breathe much more of it. (61)

The same way British volunteers pitied the much feared Moorish foot soldiers for their ignorance and naivety (Lopes 796), so did Frankson pity his foes, arguing that they ‘are tools in the hands of unscrupulous masters […] liv[ing] in dives and wear[ing] rags the same as we do’. They, too, ‘are robbed by the masters, and their faces kept down in the filth of a decayed system’. In a spirit of reconciliation, he extended his hand to the professed enemies of his people, asserting that ‘they are our fellowmen’ and that ‘soon, and very soon, they and we will understand’ (34).

He thus called for a new alliance of peoples—based on what we might define as the validation of the social logic of difference (ethnic, racial, cultural, etc.) —, which he saw as the only path leading, on the one hand, to the preservation of universal values and, on the other, to the recognition and acceptance of the self-enclosed distinctiveness of particular groups. These are, in fact, the two preconditions of a plural democracy—avowal of plurality and respect for difference. As he stated:

On the battlefields of Spain we fight for the preservation of democracy. Here, we’re laying the foundation for world peace, and for the liberation of my people, and of the human race. Here, where we’re engaged in one of the most bitter struggles of human history, there is no color line, no discrimination, no race hatred. (id. ibid.) 

Ronald Radosh and Edward Rothstein would have certainly mocked Canute Frankson’s naïve profession of faith by dismissing it as ‘Comintern’s phony propaganda’. However, isn’t Frankson’s dream precisely what both America and Europe have always been striving for? Are we entitled to ridicule this projection of humanity unbound only because we still harbour serious doubts as to the real intentions of the political party which Frankson was a member of? And why should the humanist project of this brand of Communists, who felt the course of history depended on their endurance and resistance, receive considerably less attention than that that has been accorded to the cold Stalinist logic of naked power?
In fact, if we are to go back to the roots of the Communist movement, it will become apparent that Marx himself nurtured similar thoughts and dreams. E. P. Thompson once claimed that ‘Marx, in his wrath and compassion, was a moralist in every stroke of his pen’ (Thompson 231). Marx certainly did not subscribe to the hypocritical moralism of the Pharisees of his time and would have poured scorn on anyone proclaiming the unassailability of Victorian morality, rooted as it was in the equalities of capitalist exploitation. At the same time, however, if he had not set his own moral priorities and defined his values, none of his concerns about the future of human kind would make sense. It would be this moral vein—sometimes inflamed by the utopian impulse Marx himself so much abhorred—that would lead men to risk their lives for a revolutionary vision of the world and for a stronger culture of solidarity.
I must acknowledge, though, that to indulge in a fulsome praise of what the volunteers professed is too strong a temptation to be resisted and this may lead me astray. I have reached a point in my argument where caution seems far more appropriate. The only way to overcome this difficulty is to regard the Brigaders’ letters coming from the other side of the Atlantic as something more than sheer exemplars of political manifestoes. In fact, a close reading of the texts brings to light what was going on deep inside the heart and mind of the American fighter. The letters unmistakably evidence a deeply held political credo, but they also show how these men and women had to come to terms with their own emotions and vulnerabilities. 

The Brigaders’ epistolary writing does not seek to hide from us all the crudeness and cruelty of the war in Spain, nor the impact it had on them. The very papers on which those letters were written are a testimony of the hardships they had to go through: words hastily written with a blunt pencil on a stained scrap of paper reveal the precariousness of their fighting conditions; texts abruptly interrupted show the unpredictability of their existences; a last‑minute request hurriedly squeezed in indicates wants and privations. Silently, the paper bears witness to the conditions of writing and it constitutes itself a historical fact that remains as vivid today as when it was written. It does not mean, however, that the reality textually constructed in these letters faithfully corresponds to the reality of the events these men and women were witnessing: we must, first of all, bear in mind that the reality the text conveys is no more than a discursive construction mirroring not only the ideology of the volunteer, but also his very emotional commitment to the cause he embraced (in terms of, say, the soundness and firmness of his convictions, of his sense of duty and comradeship, of his resilience and resolution, etc.). These were the factors that guided the volunteer’s conduct and attitudes, and, consequently, conditioned not only the way he viewed and depicted the war, but also the very way he fought. Nonetheless, such constructs, representations and clear-cut ideas would end up challenged by war as an irrational phenomenon. It is not difficult to understand why: the experience of war exposes the human psyche to what Lacan once called the Real—that which escapes symbolization, that which discourse is unable to grasp because it keeps challenging the system of meanings with which we construct our understanding of the world. Edward Barsky’s account, dated March, 1938, a succession of broken phrases suggesting a chain of discontinuous, disparate images, testifies to the gradual disintegration of language, pushed to its limits by terror and despair:
The horror—the misery—the feeling of impotence that we had—the sense of resignation and acceptance—all these would make a terrible tale. How we tried to keep the place warm—fought to heat water—struggled with gasoline stoves that wouldn’t work—this night we worked over apparently hopeless cases—operating—operating—treating shock—groans of the wounded—the transfusions running from one operating room to another—and we kept going all the time. (235) 
In many cases, these fighters were bound to reproduce, but only to a certain degree, the arguments, ideas and opinions of the party leadership. In fact, they tended to define their subject position in accordance with the sets of meanings provided either by the party or the Comintern. The Brigaders’ representations of the war, of the enemy, of the country and of themselves were in many cases dictated by the CPUSA and, in the last instance, by the Comintern. They were constantly being interpellated by political commissars, party leaders and the official organ. At the same time, however, their own traumatic experiences also enabled them to learn something else—something far less logical and rational, something deeply revolting and shocking, something that could not be put to words. And yet they managed to preserve their political identities and to redirect their anger and frustration against an enemy that gave no quarter and deserved none.
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