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Abstract

On 11 September 1936 a Times editorial made reference to the ‘clamourous
partisanship’ that had been brought about by the civil war in Spain. In literature
since the war this polarisation of opinion has been central to representations of
British responses to the conflict. Much attention has focused on the divergent
British political responses, and particularly on those of the left, responses which
Decame Increasingly bitter as Spain became a ‘distorting mirror in which Europe
lcould] see an exaggerated reflection of her own divisions’. Yet, as The Times
editorial continued at the time, in spite of all ‘incitements the great mass of public
opinion (remained) firmly opposed to any taking of sides’. This public resistance to
the ‘clamourous’ efforts of supporters of the Republic or advocates of the
Nationalists has been noted in subsequent literature but has not been explored In
any depth, explanation generally centring around the policy of appeasement.
While not ignoring such explanations, this study argues that the imagery and
language employed in the various contemporary interpretations of events played

a significant part in distancing events.

The study, then, aims to add a cultural perspective to the more widely examined
political understanding of British responses to Spain during the 1930s. Through an
analysis of representations In mass culture, and through an examination of the
experiences of the growing numbers of British visitors to the Peninsula, the study
first seeks to identify the expectations of Spain and the Spanish people most
commonly held in Britain of the 1930s. It then goes on to examine how, during the
ife of the Republic and especially throughout the Civil War, supporters of both
sides, in every form of mass media available, repeatedly referred to this
framework of preconceived notions as they endeavoured to interpret issues and
events for their British audiences. Particular attention is given to differing portrayals
of the Spanish political scene and the Catholic Church, to the representations of the
two sides and what they reportedly stood for. Finally, by looking at reactions to
events in the Basque provinces, examining responses to humanitarian aid appeals
and once again assessing the attitudes found In fictional representations of the war

the study offers some measure of the impact of the war on the wider British public.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

During the 1920s popular British impressions of Spain were in large part

conditioned by exotic cliches of flamenco dancers and matadors, ‘flowing robes,
flashing swords and fluttering fans’.’ Most visitors sought out the ‘pomp and

tradition of religious ceremonies’, enthused over the artistry ... of the far away past’
and were enchanted by ‘the accumulated workmanship of many generations’.”

Lying at the edge of Europe, on the periphery of world affairs, indeed neutral
during the recent World War, and economically backward, for most, the Peninsula
seemed very much at the margin of the modern world. "The Englishman’s attitude
toward Spain’, declared the writer and Daily Mail gossip columnist Charles Graves,
was dictated by the realisation that, ‘though once our equal and superior ... she has
now come down in the world. ... a great lady in reduced circumstances’.”
However, events Iin the 1930s raised Spain’'s profile. The deposing of Alfonso
XllI and the birth of the Second Republic saw British interest take on a political

dimension, one which gathered pace among the politically aware throughout the

next five years and exploded following the rebellion of the Spanish military on July
17, 1930.

In an article which inspired this project, Tom Buchanan contends that as the British

people were not so ‘ignorant’ about Spain, her people, history and customs as
they were about Czechoslovakia then it is ‘inconceivable’ that British politicians or

journalists could have attempted to dismiss the war in Spain as ‘a quarrel in a far
away country between people of whom we know nothing’.* Given the direct

involvement of volunteers and the public response to humanitarian aid appeals this
would seem to be the case. Yet, during the course of the conflict many activists
and partisan commentators complained of public disinterest in the causes they

were espousing. George Orwell, for instance, famously concluded that ‘the

' Matt Marshall, Tramp-Royal in Spain (Edinburgh, 1935), p. 1

2 Helen Cameron-Gordon, Spain As It Is (London, 1931), p. 225.

3 Charles Graves, Trip-tyque (London, 1936), p. 5.

* Tom Buchanan, “A Far Away Country of Which We Know Nothing”?'Perceptions of Spain and
its Civil War in Britain, 1931-1939, T'wentieth Century British History, Vol. 4, No.1, 1993, pp. 1-
24
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working class of the world ha[d] regarded the Spanish war with detachment'> This

seeming paradox was the result of a number of factors, most particularly a
consensus In support of appeasement which prevailed throughout the Civil War.
However, it is the contention of this thesis that representations of Spain during the
Second Republic and especially during the Civil War served in no small measure
to ensure that in the public mind Spain did indeed remain ‘a far away country’, one
whose war was of little concern to Britain. It is the argument here, that although
overstated, Orwell's dismay, like that of many other commentators, was in no smalil

part the result of the general and continuing British perception of Spain in the
1930s.

As Buchanan's article points out, although not ‘ignorant’ of the Peninsula and its
people British expectations remained largely confined within a framework of long-
established, often crude, stereotypes. Importantly, this was a framework to which
commentators, journalists and politicians repeatedly referred in their efforts to
explain issues and events to the British public. This study will explore the
contention that in this way even the most reasoning of observers managed to
perpetuate popular preconceptions of Spain. It will show that while British
commentators did not ignore the Spanish roots of the war they did usually interpret
them within the context of a wider political ideology and explain them in terms of
Spanish national character and custom. For Buchanan the most significant
stereotypical references employed were those which portrayed the Spanish

people as, first incompetent and lazy; second, cruel and violent; and, finally, highly
individualistic’.® These assumptions of Spanish national character, as demonstrated

in the following chapters, were certainly commonplace in the various contemporary
representations of Spain during this period. As this study also makes clear,
though, they formed only part of the picture. In the first place, they were
assumptions which commentators progressively sought to refine and reshape In
order to best represent their chosen side. As Is shown, this was a process which
was informed by notions of ‘Englishness’ as much as by any understanding of
‘Spanishness’.  Further, In presenting their respective cases, both the pro-
Republican and pro-Nationalist camps offered very different intérpretations not

only of Spanish character but also of Spanish history, cultural heritage and customs.

> George Orwell, Homage to Catalonia ( London, 1986, first published 1938), p. 212.
5 Buchanan, ""A Far Away Country™, p. 5.
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Largely, these too were founded in popular British conceptions of Spain.
However, as Alicia Alted has outlined and as is made evident here, such
interpretations also increasingly reflected the representations being advanced by
the opposing forces in Spain, each side seeking to interpret Spanish history and

culture as a means of legitimising their respective causes.’

It 1s this process - the continued use by commentators of established notions of
national character to explain Spanish behaviour, and of Spanish culture and history
to reinforce and advance either the Nationalist or the Republican cause - that is
examined In this project. In a series of overlapping but loosely chronologically
ordered chapters the study analyses British attitudes and responses to events in
Spain during the 1930s, from the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera through to the
end of the Civil War. The effectiveness of the various interpretations offered is
traced against the pattern of events and judged by public responses. While
during the war it was the pro-Republic message that became the most dynamic
the stuay recognises that in significant sections of British society the pro-Nationalist
voice was equally vigourous. Indeed, given subsequent events, the continuing
and enhanced strength of the pro-Republic message has been such that the
forceful opinions expressed within the British Catholic community, among those
with commercial Iinterests in Spain and among Tory members of the National
Government, both mainstream and the more committed, have been somewhat

marginalised. This study aims to correct that balance.

The project, then, first examines the structure of thoughts and understanding of
Spain as witnessed in popular fiction and travel experiences, and moves to show
how these surfaced in more politically directed commentaries. Here the study
examines the stereotypes evident in the differing interpretations of the Spanish
political landscape during the pre-Civil War years and analyses the opposing
views of the role of the Catholic Church. Both of these introduce the polarised
positions adopted by commentators at the onset of the war, positions which saw
the right identify the Republic with communism and anarchy, and the left bracket the

Nationalists with fascist-led repression. Depictions of the two sides, extended to

7 Alicia Alted, ‘The Cultural Politics of the Civil War: The Republican and Nationalist Wartime
Cultural Apparatus’, Helen Graham & Jo Labanyi, Spanish Cultural Studies : An Introduction
(Oxford, 1995), pp. 152-161.
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Include the nationalities of other participants in the war, are further examined in the
context of class, ethnic and racial stereotypes. The study also looks closely at how
commentators attempted to project their differing versions of the ‘new Spain’ that
would emerge after the war. Here, attitudes regarding Spain’s cultural inheritance,
the structure of Spanish society, the importance of education and the role of

women are among the issues considered.

Also evident throughout the study is a pattern in which the Basque provinces were
regaraed and depicted as largely distinct from the rest of Spain. As is
demonstrated, this was a pattern already established at the onset of the civil war.
The project, then, investigates the religious and political anomalies brought about
by the war In the north and the efforts of both sides to exploit, accommodate or
explain these in their various interpretations of events. As a means of assessing
responses to events, particular attention is paid to representations of, and public
reaction to, the blockade of Bilbao, the bombing of Guernica and the plight of
Basque refugee children. All these were issues which raised media attention and
heightened a growing public sympathy for the Republic. The study seeks to
further measure the development of that sympathy through an assessment of
responses to the numerous humanitarian appeals. As is demonstrated, here again
notions of Spain and the Spanish had a role to play, though not so transparent a
role as In the fictional representations that were spawned by the war. Finally,
therefore, the study returns to the fictional portrayal of Spain. Here, an analysis of
the films and books which, during its course, used the war as a setting, suggests
some evidence of a reflection of changing public sympathies. However, the study
also reveals the cautionary tone which served to limit fictional responses, and the
continued recourse to stock stereotypes, and argues that both served to reinforce

public ambivalence toward the war.

Reaction to events in the Basque provinces, responses to humanitarian appeals

and the representation of the war in fiction, together with a number of contemporary

surveys, help determine the direction of public sympathy. [t IS universally

accepted that during 1937 pro-Republican observers were more in accord with the

popular mood, public sympathy shifting decisively in favour of the Republic during

the course of the war. What this study charts is the process by which pro-Republic
4



commentators gained that support and pro-Nationalists lost it. What the study
makes clear, however, is that, with the notable exception of responses to events in
the Basque provinces, pro-Republic activists failed to transform public sympathy
INto a demand for positive action. This study contends that this. if not passive then
detached response, was one largely encouraged in the mass media and in fictional
accounts of the war. Moreover, it argues that the conflicting versions of events
offered in more partisan commentaries did little to counter this. indeed they merely
encouraged ambivalence. The study shows that while it can be argued that the
efforts of both sets of supporters to ameliorate preconceived notions met with
some success, cliched impressions of the Spanish were so deeply entrenched in
British culture that even recourse to refined stereotypes did little to convince the
British public of a need to get involved in what remained an essentially alien and
distant’ war.  In Britain of the 1930s most people continued to regard Spain as the
land of Carmen and the Inquisition. For them, the Spanish political scene remained
comic and incomprehensible, a landscape inhabited by bomb-throwing anarchists

and pistol-waving generals all readily disposed to revolution.
The Study in the Context of Current Literature.

It Is almost 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 long past personal tragedies which still surface in the

media, by exhibitions of art and memorabilia and by the continually expanding
wealth of historiographic material.” While amongst this material there are a number

of important publications which consider the impact of the war on Britain, apart from
the articles of Buchanan and Walton already mentioned, little regard has been
given to the imagery and language employed by British commentators in their
representations of events in Spain during the years of the Second Republic. The

value of such an approach, however, has been demonstrated in papers by

8 E.g. ‘This is what he gave me just as he stepped into the yard to be shot’, The Guardian, 22
March 1999; ‘Victims beatified’, The Times, 12 March 2001; "‘The Spanish Civil War: Dreams and
Nightmares', Impenal War Museum, 20 October 2001 - 28 April 2002. Paul Preston, A Concise
History of the Spanish Civil War (London, 1996), p. 1, notes that, internationally, the war had
already generated over 15,000 books when last counted in the 1970s.

<



Angela Schwarz on contemporary British perceptions of Nazi Germany.® Inan

assessment of the impact of events in Spain on Britain during the 1930s, the origin
and strength of preconceived ideas about Spanish society, customs, and politics,
the use of these in accounts of the Second Republic and especially the Civil War

and how such notions may have affected public responses are important
considerations.

Clearly such a study must draw from the many other approaches to British
responses to events. Accounts of British political stances, volunteer participation,
humanitarian responses, and the involvement of intellectuals and their
contemporary and subsequent artistic and literary output are all essential to the
structure of this project, and all have been the subject of extensive research.
Recently, Tom Buchanan’s examination of Britain and the Spanish Civil War has
arawn many of these aspects into one incisive volume.” At the core of all such

studies Is an emphasis on how events in Spain fractured British political and
ideological opinion. Politically, the war not only accentuated differences between
the right and left but also within those groups. Here, Kenneth Watkins' Britain
Divided: The Effect of the Spanish Civil War on British Political Opinion provides a

comprehensive overview of ‘the depths of division which existed in the country
during the second half of the 1930s’." As studies of political responses make clear,

though, the divided responses were not even, nor were they static. Much attention
has been focused on the particularly fluild and splintered responses of the left.
Here, C. Fleay and M.L. Sanders have analysed the formation of the Labour
Spain Committee, while Tom Buchanan has examined the changing positions
adopted within the mainstream Labour Movement, concluding that a weakened
Labour Party passed responsibility to the trade unions who in turn treated the

Spanish problem with an ‘ingrained caution and hostility’ whilst actively promoting

relief work. ™

® Angela Schwarz, ‘Image and Reality: British Visitors to National Socialist Germany’, European
History Quarterly, Vol.23, 1993, pp. 381-406: ‘British Visitors to Nazi Germany: In a Familiar or a
Foreign Country?’, Journal of Contemporary History, Vol. 28, 1993, pp. 48/7-510.

' Tom Buchanan, Britain and the Spanish Civil War ( Cambridge, 1997).

" Kenneth W. Watkins, Britain Divided: The Effect of the Spanish Civil War on British Political
Opinion (Edinburgh, 1963), p. 10.

2 C. Fleay & M.L. Sanders, The Labour Spain Committee: Labour Party Policy and the Spanish
Civil War’, Historical Journal, Vol.28, No.1, 1985, pp. 187-197; Tom Buchanan, The Spanish
Civil War and the British Labour Movement (Cambridge, 1991).
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The Communist Party's more positive and direct role in the conflict has
unsurprisingly, permeated through most analyses of events, most notably in the
many accounts of the part played by the International Brigades. Several histories
written during the war are significant for their contemporary insights.” A number of
additions to this canon have added important reflective and analytical perspectives.
Most recent of these is James K. Hopkin's Into the Heart of the Fire: The British in
the Spanish Civil War (Stanford, 1998), but other earlier works, notably those by
Bill Alexander and Hywel Thomas remain essential to understanding the passion
of British volunteers in Spain.” To such works must be added the wealth of

individual perspectives. Published memoirs, autobiographies, diaries, letters and
oral testimonies have all contributed to the picture of the anti-fascist idealism of the
far-left in the late 1930s.” Less has been said about the part played by the

Independent Labour Party, though here contributions by Buchanan and by Peter

Thwaites provide some valuable background.™

Although the participation of Britons in the Spanish Civil War - as volunteers or aid
workers - was overwhelmingly in support of the Republic there were, nonetheless,
a small number involved directly on the side of the Nationalists. While publications

of their experiences remain limited, those there are add a valuable pro-Franco
perspective.” What such works evidence is the presence of an often overlooked

strength of belief in the Nationalist cause, one which equalled the more usually
acclaimed passion of those who supported the Republic. This is a point maae
clear by Robert Stradling in his study of the part played in the conflict by Irish

S \William Rust, Britons in Spain: The History of the British Battalion of the XVth Brigade (London,
1939): Frank Ryan (editor), The Book of the XVth Brigade (Newcastle upon Tyne, 1938, 1975).
14 Bill Alexander, British Volunteers for Liberty: Spain 1936-39 (London, 1982); Hywell Francis
Miners Against Fascism: Wales and the Spanish Civil War ( London, 1984), updated in ' “Say
Nothing and Leave in the Middle of the Night™: The Spanish Civil War Revisited’, History
Workshop Journal, Issue 32, Autumn 1991, pp. 69-76.

s £.g. Walter Gregory, The Shallow Grave (London, 1986), Fred Thomas, To Tilt at Windmills: A
Memoir of the Spanish Civil War (Michigan State Univ.,1996); Judith Coox, Apprentices of
Freedom (London, 1979); lan McDougall (edit.) Voices From the Spanish Civil War: Personal
Recollections of the Scottish Volunteers in Republican Spain, 1936-39 (Edinburgh, 1986).

16 Tom Buchanan, ‘The Death of Bob Smilie: The Spanish Civil War and the Eclipse of the
Independent LabourParty’, Historical Journal, No.40. June 1997, pp. 435-461; Peter Thwaites,
‘The Independent Labour Party Contingent in the Spanish Civil War’, Impenal War Museum
Review. No.2, 1987, pp. 50-61.

7 peter Kemp, Mine Were of Trouble (London, 1957); C.E. Lucas Philips, The Spanish
Pimpernel (London, 1960), Priscilla Scott-Ellis (Raymond Carr, edit.), The Chances of Death. A
Diary of the Spanish Civil War ( Norwich, 1995); Frank Thomas (Robert Stradling, edit.), Brother
Against Brother: Experiences of a British Volunteer in the Spanish Civil War (Stroud, 1998).
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volunteers.® More generally, though, passions on the right were less forceful. the

British government’s unwavering support for non-intervention serving to dissipate
tensions. Nonetheless, there was a distinct contrast in the views expressed by the
pody of Nationalist supporters and the small number of Tory dissidents. These
have received little specific attention. However, pro-Franco responses have been

considered in the context of wider right-wing attitudes during the 1930s as have the
positions adopted by Conservative dissidents.” The considerations which

directed British policy and the problems which the conflict created for Anglo-
Spanish relations are among the issues considered by Jill Edwards, The British
Government and the Spanish Civil War, 1936-1939 ( London 1979). More
recently, publications like those by Douglas Little and Enrique Moradiellos have
focused more on the National Government's ideological hostility towards the

Republic.”

The most evident of public responses was the humanitarian aid effort. The
effectiveness and extent of British aid appeals have been most thoroughly

analysed by Jim Fyrth, though Buchanan has debated Fyrth’s assertions regarding
the political significance of the Aid for Spain Movement.?' Here a local perspective

of the aild movement in Battersea suggests that, at least on a local scale,
sympathisers of all political inclinations were able to accommodate ideological

differences and work together, most notably communists and activists of the

mainstream-left.” However, related studies of the responses to the plight of the
' Robert Stradling, The Irish and the Spanish Civil War. 1936-39 . Crusades in Confiict
(Manchester, 1999), p. 203. |

'° Richard Griffiths, Fellow Travellers of the Right: British Enthusiasts for Nazi Germany , 1933-
1939 (London, 1980; G.C. Webber, The Ideology of the British Right, 1918-1939 ( L.ondon,
1986); Neville Thompson, The Anti-Appeasers: Conservative Opposition to Appeasement in
the 1930s ( Oxford, 1971).

* Douglas Little, Malevolent Neutrality: The United States, Great Britain, and the Origins of the
Spanish Civil War (ithaca, N.Y., 1985); ‘Red Scare, 1936: Anti-Bolshevism and the Origins of
British Non-Intervention in the Spanish Civil War’, Journal of Contemporary History, Vol.23,
No.2, April 1988, pp. 291-311; Enrique Moradiellos, ‘ ‘The Origins of British Non-Intervention in
the Spanish Civil War: Anglo-Spanish Relations in Early 1936°, European History Quarterly,
Vol.21, No.3, July 1991, pp. 339-64; British Political strategy in the Face of the Military Rising of
1936 in Spain’, Contemporary European History, Vol.1, Part 2, July 1992, pp. 123-137; ‘The
Gentle General: The Official British Perception of General Franco during the Spanish Civil War',
in Paul Preston & Ann L Mackenzie, The Republic Besieged: Civil War in Spain 1936-1939,
Edinburgh, 1996).

2t Jim Fyrth, The Signal Was Spain: The Aid Spain Movement in Britain, 1936-39 (London,
1986); Tom Buchanan, “Britain's Popular Front? “Aid Spain” and the British Labour Movement,,
History Workshop Journal, Vol.31, Spring 1991, pp. 60-72; Jim Fyrth, ‘The Aid Spain Movement
1936-1939°, History Workshop Journal, Vol.35, 1993, pp. 153-164.

22 Mike Squires, The Aid to Spain Movement in Battersea, 1936-1939 (London, 1994).
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Basque refugee children in the summer of 1937 illustrate some of the tensions
present both amongst relief bodies and the general public. Here, again, Buchanan
has examined the role of the Labour Movement in the organisation of relief.
Attitudes towards the refugees, though, have been been most closely scrutinised
Oy Dorothy Legarreta, The Guernica Generation: Basque Refugee Children of the

Spanish Civil War (Nevada University, 1984), while, once more, a number of local

histories have added some interesting detail.

A significant volume of work has also examined the motivation and involvement of
Intellectuals in the war. The vast majority, though not all, of these were vociferous in
their support of the Republic. For poets and writers like Louis MacNeice and
Stephen Spender, John Cornford and Christopher Caudwell, Spain became the
rallying point for their opposition to the reactionary forces gathering in Europe.
While the responses of intellectuals to events in Spain are to be found in broader

analyses of the literary landscape of the inter-war years, there are a number of
accounts which address the Civil War itself.* Importantly, the personal

involvement of these literary leftists, the ‘martyrdom’ of several and the sheer
volume of their literary and artistic work influenced attitudes during the war and have

shaped impressions of it since. For example, barely a publication issued fails to

make reference to W.H. Auden’s poem, Spain.

While the contribution of intellectuals to the forming of attitudes to Spain should not
be underestimated, for the vast majority of the British public access to events and
the consequent shaping of attitudes would have been in the form of media

representation. Here, Anthony Aldgate’s meticulous scrutiny of newsreel coverage
of the war offers an important insight into one widely accessed medium.® Press

reporting of the war has received less attention. While some studies have

examined aspects including the reporting of Britons caught up in the war and

% Tom Buchanan. ‘The Role of the British Labour Movement in the Origins and Work of the
Basque Children’s Committee, 1937-39', European History Quarterly, Vol.18, No.2, April 1988,
pp. 155-174; Dorothy Legarreta, The Guernica Generation (Univ. Nevada, 1984, Adrian Bell,
Only For Three Months: The Basque Children in Exile ( Norwich, 1996).

24 Katharine Bail Hoskins, Today the Struggle: Literature and Politics in England During the
Spanish Civil War (London, 1961, 1986); Peter Stansky & William Abrahams, Journey 10 thg
Frontier: Two Roads to the Spanish Civil War ( Univ. Chicago, 1966); Frederich Benson, Wiiters

in Arms. The Literary Impact of the Spanish Civil War (London, 1968).
s Anthony Aldgate, Cinema & History: British Newsreels and the Spanish Civil War (London,

1979).
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responses In the Catholic weeklies,” generally, consideration of press attitudes

toward Spain form part of wider analyses of the 1930s.7

As this project makes clear attitudes towards Spain were also informed through
fictional representations. Most of the public would have been informed Dy popular
rather than the high culture with which the war has become identified. This is an area
which has received relatively little attention. In a wider account of the Civil War in

film, a study by Marjorie A Valleau provides a detailed analysis of some theatrical
film releases. More general works by Bernard Dick, and Leif Furhnammar and Folke

Isaksson add useful insights into Hollywood's portrayal of the war.? Even less

regard has been given to the representation of Spain in contemporary popular

fiction, consideration confined in the main to the works of Ralph Bates and Ernest

Hemingway.

It I1s evident from this essentially brief review of the literature that has examined
Spain and her civil war from a British perspective that events have been most
considered in terms of the political atmosphere of the 1930s. The all-embracing
notion of the war as a conflict of European ideologies, as the first barricade against
fascism or the last stand against the spread of communism, was forwarded at the
time and has been much examined since. British responses have been largely
considered within a framework of political divisions, government policy, aid
movements, volunteer actions and the reaction within the intellectual community.
However, little attention has been directed towards the way in which the issues
raised by the war were conveyed to the wider British public. As this survey has
llustrated, with the notable exception of Aldgate’'s analysis of the newsreels,
specific studies of media and fictional representations of Spain during the Second
Republic are absent. Within such representations, evidence of preconceived

notions of Spain and the Spanish people informed the contemporary debate as

26 Brian Shelmerdine, ‘Britons in an “UnBritish War”: Domestic Newspapers and the participation
of UK Nationals in the Spanish Civil War’, North West Labour History, Issue No.22, 1997/98, pp.
20-47: Thomas R. Greene, ‘The English Catholic Press and the Second Spanish Republic,
1931-1936’, Church History, Vol.45, 1976, pp. 70-84.

27 Mario Mazzarella, The British Weekly Press and the Rise of Nazi Germany 1933-40 (Michigan,
1977); Benny Morris, The Roots of Appeasement: The British Weekly Press and Nazi Germany
During the 1930s ( London, 1991).

8 Marjorie A .Valleau, The Spanish Civil War in American and European Films ( Michigan, 19/8).
Bernard F. Dick, The Star-Spangled Screen: The American World War Il Film (Univ. Kentucky,
1996), Ch.2; Leif Furhammar & Folke Isaksson, Film and Politics (London, 1971).
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they were employed both consciously and unconsciously to advance alternative

viewpoints. In a war noted for its propagandist reporting an examination of the use

ot such preformed notions would seem particularly relevant.

The Origins of the Civil War.

Although this study is concerned with British interpretations of events in Spain
during the 1930s those interpretations were inevitably rooted in an understanding
of recent Spanish history. British ideas of Spanish life, customs and politics were
based upon layers of past observations. Furthermore, the polarisation of British
opinion during the Civil War was in large part a reflection of the divisions that were
apparent In Spain. It is the intent here to set British perspectives in context by
tfracing the pattern of social and political divisions which, over time, became

Increasingly evident in Spain, and finally culminated in July 1936 in bloody civil war.

The political hatreds that built up during the Second Republic and spilled into war In
1936 were in fact a reflection of deep-rooted conflicts in Spanish society. Since the
first Cortes in 1808, long periods during which reactionary forces held back social
progress through the use of political and military power had been punctuated by
brief revolutionary outbursts. Efforts to introduce social reform, however, inevitably
provoked reactionary efforts to reimpose the old order. Moreover, a numerically
small, regionally centred and politically insignificant bourgeoisie, a consequence of
Spain’s slow and uneven industrial development, meant that there was little force
for political revolution. As reactions to the short-lived First Republic of 1874
demonstrated, fear of the consequences of proletarian disorder only added to the
industrial and commercial classes’ acquiescence to the poltical status quo.
However, although in early twentieth century Spain the structures of the old order -
the monarchy, landed nobility and the Church - remained intact, challenges 10 the
political status quo were becoming increasingly evident, most notably from the
emergent industrial proletariat of Catalonia and the Basque region, and more

especially from the rural poor of the South where the iniquities of the latifundio

economy were encouraging anarchist convictions.

This was a challenge exacerbated by events. The poltical power-sharing
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arrangement between the Conservative and Liberal parties agreed after the fall of
the First Republic was first rocked by Spain’s defeat in 1898 at the hands of the
USA. The consequent loss of colonial markets had a catastrophic impact on the
Spanish economy and led to a spate of strikes and riots, most especially in
Catalonia. Although Spain’s non-belligerent status auring the First World War led
to a revival of her economic fortune, this, too, had political and social consequences.
The boom in production experienced by Basque ship-builders and iron
producers, Catalan textile factories and Asturian coal mines encouraged the
industrial bourgeoisie in their challenge to the dominant agrarian political voice. At
the same time, proletarian demands for social change were growing ever more
loud.  While the landed grandees and the industrial owners were profiting from
exports to both the Entente and the Central Powers their workers were suffering.

In the south, much of the rural population lived in desperate poverty with low
wages and high unemployment.® Inindustrial northern Spain it was the industrial

workers who most suffered social and economic inequalities. The boom from which
Industrialists profited brought with it high inflation, wages that failed to keep pace,
and periodic unemployment. Rural workers seeking work in the booming towns
added to a rapid urban expansion and to the social problems associated with such
growth.

As the war in Europe reached its final year the division between workers and

landless labourers and industrialists and grandee landowners had become more
stark than ever.* Failed efforts to organise a general strike in 1917 were followed

by three years (trienio bolchevique) of anarchist organised strikes in both the rural
south and the industrial north, most notably in Barcelona. The use of the Civil
Guard to crush the rural protest and hired gunmen to intimidate striking workers In
Barcelona led to a spiralling of violence as acts of savage provocation were met
by equally fierce retaliation. This was a crisis with which the false structure of

consensus politics was unable to contend, and which, in September 1923,

29 For a survey of Spain’s agrarian problems see Gerald Brenan, * The Agrarian Question’, 7he
Spanish Labyrinth: an account of the social and political background of the Civil War (Cambridge,
1990 edition, first published 1943) Part 2, Ch.VI, pp. 87-131.

0 For an account of the rise of anarchism in Barcelona see Angel Smith, ‘Anarchism, the General
Strike and the Barcelona Labour Movement, 1899-1914’, European History Quarterly, Vol.27,
No. 1, January 1997, pp. 5-40. For a picture of localised strike action in the normaily quiescent
San Sebastian and Guipuzcoa province see John K. Walton & Jenny Smith, ‘Pleasure: the San
Sebastian Waiters' Strike of 1920', International Review of Social History, Vol.39, Part 1, April

1994, pp. 1-31.
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ushered in the dictatorship of General Miguel Primo de Rivera. Under the
dictatorship, martial law subdued the rash of political violence, anarchist
organisations were banned and seemingly mutually beneficial agreements were
reached with the socialist Unidn General de Irabajadores (UGT). An economic
upturn enabled the dictatorship to preside over an impressive programme of
public works, most evident in the building of a network of highways which was to
impress British and other travellers during the coming decade. Fortune also
assisted in resolving the war in Morocco. Franco-Spanish military co-operation
leading to the defeat of the rebel forces. Although these successes were later to
De presented as proof of Spain’s need of an ‘iron hand’ and evidence of a golden
age, especially by Spain’s reactionary right, by 1930 most sections of Spanish
society, and crucially the army, industrialists and land-owners, had become hostile
to the dictatorship. Alongside this alienation of the right, popular support for the
parties of republicanism was making headway among the liberal professional
classes, who regarded it as the means of asserting political independence, and

among other sections of society who saw in it the promise of a remedy to a range

of social and economic grievances.”

Following the collapse of the dictatorship in January 1930 Spain moved
iInexorably toward repupblicanism. The municipal elections of 12 April 1931 saw the
Socialist and Republican parties sweep to overwhelming electoral success.
Unsure of the loyalty of the army or the Civil Guard, Alfonso Xlll, without formally
abdicating, relinquished the throne and left the country, leaving behind a people
enthused by hopes of a new progressive, reforming and modern Spain. In the
meantime, those sections of the right whose natural allegiance was to the monarchy
remained quiet in the hope that sacrificing the King would serve to moderate the
nature of the new government and to temper the desire for change. The hopes of
both groups, those who aspired to a new modernising Spain and those who

sought to protect the old order, were to be the source of growing tensions

throughout the life of the Republic, and lead ultimately to civil war.®

31 Shlomo Ben-Ami, ‘The Republican “take-over”: prelude to inevitable catastrophe?, Paul
Preston (editor), Revolution and War in Spain, 1931-1933 ( London & New York, 1984), pp. 14-

34 . ,. ‘
2 For analysis of the revolutionary nature of the Second Republic see Tim Rees, Battleground

of the Revolutionaries: the Republic and Civil War in Spain, 1931-39, Mqira Donald & Tim Rees
(editors), Reinterpreting Revolution in Twentieth-Century Europe (Basingstoke, 2001), pp.

113-139.
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The broad coalition of liberal and socialist parties which formed the first Republican
government introduced during 1931-1933, the first bienio a series of reforms

which seemed to address many of the grievances that had built up under the
dictatorship.™ However, a series of decrees aimed at alleviating the plight of the

rural poor, improving the rights of urban workers and the position of women served
to alarm the rural aristocracy and industrialists who saw their power and profits
eroded by what they regarded as dangerously socialistic reforms. Reforms which
restricted the size and influence of the Army’s officer class and limited the power
ana privileges of the Church, both symbols of inequality and injustice, were
greeted with equal hostility by those institutions. Within weeks the proposals of
the new government were attacked by Cardinal Segura, the primate of the
Spanish Church, while the granting of autonomy to Catalonia in September 1932
brought to a head the anger of an officer class who, regarding themselves as
guardians of what they saw as the unifying traditions of Spain, were vehemently

opposed to the decentralising of power.

While the measures introduced during the bienio helped forge an alliance between
Spain’s various Conservative forces, they also unwittingly unleashed other forces
which had been suppressed during the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera. Once
again industrial action spiralled. In much of the countryside, rural workers looked to
the Republic not merely for palliative measures but also for rapid land
redistribution. Slow progress served to encourage anarchist led unrest, especially
in Andalusia and Catalonia. Reforms which proclaimed freedom of religion,
restricted the Church’s landholdings, and secularised education stoked the long-
standing hostility between the Church and Spanish anti-Clericals and saw a
recurrence of church-burning incidents. Moreover, the alliance of parties which
brought in the Republic began to break up as individual members sougnt to
advance their particular agendas. Socialist efforts to process reform more rapidly,

for instance, were stifled by more cautious elements. These expressions of

disillusionment allowed the right to present the Republic as presiding over

5 For analyses of the reform projects of the Republic see Stanley Payne, Spain's First

Democracy: The Second Republic, 1931 -1936 (Madison, Wisconsin, 1993); Paul Preston, The
Coming of the Spanish Civil War ( London, 1994, 2nd. edtion); For a survey of the ideological

background to the Second Republic see Enrique Montero, "Reform Idealized: The Intellectual
and Ideological Origins of the Second Republic’, in Graham & Labanyi [editors]. Spanish Cultural

Studies, pp. 124-133. (4



economic failure while cultivating godiess, even Soviet Inspired, mob violence.

The elections of November 1933 saw a disunited left defeated by the alliance of
right wing parties, most notable in the newly tormed Confederacion Espariola de
Derechas Auténomas (CEDA). a predominantly Catholic organisation funded in
the main by the large landowners. The new government immediately reversed

much of the legislation previously enacted to protect workers'’ rights and conditions,

moderated anti-clerical laws. As wages fell, rents increased, unemployment rose,
and employers took advantage of the new political climate WOrking class protest
escalated, often into violence. Government response was to use troops and the
Civil Guard to restore order, a ruthless exercise which in turn encouraged violent
reaction. At the same time factions of the far-right, unconvinced by the democratic
process, and fundamentally opposed to the Republic, increasingly saw violence
as the best means of achieving their aims. The two years of the bienio negro (black
Iwo years) saw clashes between the right-wing extremists and anarchist, socialist

and communist organisations become increasingly common.

October 1934 saw this hatred spill over into uprising. Sparked by the inclusion of
three CEDA ministers in the Radical dominated government cabinet (seen by the
left as a step on the road to a fascist state) the UGT called for a pacific general
strike. While the strike was a failure in most parts of Spain it had some brief
success In Barcelona and exploded into revolution in the mining areas of Asturias.
Here, the union of the left was better organised and the miners were only forced
into submission when the government unleashed Moorish troops and the Spanish
Foreign Legion. In demonstrating the potential of proletarian brotherhood, the
Asturian rebels not only showed the way forward for the parties of the left but also
made real the worst fears of the wealthy classes. This was a polarisation which was
to develop and find final expression twenty-one months later in civil war. The

savage actions of the army, both in subduing the October uprising and In the

aftermath, set the tone for the way that conflict would be conducted.

The election of the Popular Front in February 1936 saw efforts to reverse the
repressive  measures introduced during the previous two years. As a
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consequence, rignt-wing groups of the right who had long determined that Spain
needed a return to authoritarian rule turned again to violence as the means of
achieving that end. On the other hand, supporters of the new government were
disappointed by the slow speed at which expected change was taking place. In
cxtremadura, peasant farmers, impatient for promised land reform, occupled
designated estates. In the towns industrial disputes proliferated as did street
violence between the party militias. In the Cortes the monarchist leader José
Calvo Sotelo warned of the threats of communism and separatism and called for
counter-revolution. In the barracks, the military began to plot in earnest. On 13 July

Sotelo was assassinated, four days later the military rebellion began in Morocco.

On the mainland the rebellion met with mixed success. In the streets of the major
cities the masses prevented the military from taking control. However, with the aid
of ltallan and German aircraft, General Franco’'s army of North Africa was rapidly
deployed In southern Spain and soon made headway against the untrained and ill-
equipped loyalist militias. In the chaos that followed, both sides were marked by a
savagery In which atrocities committed in the government zone against the clergy
and those with right-wing sympathies were matched by the brutality of Nationalist
reprisals. On 21 September Franco was appointed commander-in-chief of the
Nationalist forces, soon after Chief of State, and by November his army of North
Africa was besieging Madrid. Although the capital, its defences bolstered by the
arrival of the Comintern organised International Brigade volunteers and Soviet
equipment, remained defiant until the end of the war, the repbel armies, with
massive support from ltaly and Germany, gradually eroded government
resistance. In the South Malaga fell in February 1937 and in the North General
Mola’s army crushed resistance in the isolated Asturias and Basque provinces by
the autumn of that year. Throughout the following year the Nationalists advance

was inexorable and in January 1939 Barcelona fell. Finally, in March, Madnd

capitulated, Franco announcing the end of the war on 1 April.

During the course of the war both sides became involved in a struggle to
consolidate power. However, while Franco succeeded in rapidly assuming control
of the factions supporting the Nationalist rebellion, on the Republican side the

various elements of the left clashed as to the priorities of the war. As Soviet aid
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began to arrive in mid-October 1936 so the previously small Communist party

began to exert its will, destroying the Trotsky-influenced POUM (Partido Obrero
de Unificacion Marxista) and thwarting the revolutionary ambitions of the

anarchists.” In Catalonia and the Basque provinces considerations brought about

Dy regional autonomy made internecine political struggles regarding the direction of
the war effort even more complex. While these divisions within the ranks loyal to
the government were at least a contributing factor to the Republic’'s eventual

defeat, arguably the greatest deciding influence on events was the response of the
International community.

Although the origins of the war were peculiarly Spanish, the active involvement of
taly and Germany, and later the Soviet Union ensured that it was soon
Internationalised, the war rapidly coming to symbolise the ideological divisions
which were shaping within Europe and convincing much of the left to relinquish their
pacifist ideals and call for rearmament. For some this shift extended to active
participation. This was a stance, however, which did little to challenge the direction
of policy which sought to appease the belligerent nations while speeding the
process of rearming. In the face of massive (and in terms of fighting effectiveness,
decisive) German and ltalian support for Franco, Britain and France adhered to a
policy of non-intervention, which, while not weakening loyalist resolve, enfeebled
the Republic’'s war effort. Events in Spain were increasingly regarded as the first
round in a new European conflict and the conduct of the war alerted many
observers to the probable nature of future warfare. However, the Anglo-French
response, an extension of the policy of appeasement, helped to convince Hitler of
the reluctance of those countries to intervene on behalf of democracy elsewhere. |f

many saw that a wider war was inevitable few felt moved to make a stand In

Spain.

> Ronald Radosh, Mary R. Habeck and Grigory Sevostianov, Spain Betrayed: TheSoviet Union

in the Spanish Civil War ( Yale, 2001), offers a condemnatory account of Soviet influence based
on Moscow archives. For an anarchist interpretation of events see Vernon Richards, Lessons of

the Spanish Revolution (London,1983, tfirst published 1953); Trotskyist view: Felix Morrow,
Revolution and Counter-Revolution in Spain (New York & London, 1974); For revolutionary
polemic see Noam Chomsky, ‘Objectivity and Liberal Scholarship’, American Power and the
New Mandarins, (London, 1969); see also, Chris Ealham, “From the Summit to the Abyss” ' The
Contradictions of Individualism and Collectivism in Spanish Anarchism’ & Helen Graham, ‘War
Modernity and Reform: The Premiership of Juan Negrin, 1937-1939, both in, Paul Preston &
Ann L. Mackenzie (editors), The Republic Besieged: Civil War in Spain 1936-1939 Che &7
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British Perspectives.

There can be little doubt that the Spanish Civil War generated considerable
passions amongst the politically aware which have had little equal since. From its
onset In July 1936, the conflict aroused intensive media attention in Britain and
brought about an instant polarisation of political interpretation. Indeed, at the time.
Robert Graves was the first of many to contend that ‘never since the French

Revolution had there been a foreign question that so divided intelligent British
opinion’.” In the same decade as the Spanish war, the Japanese invasion of

Manchuria in 1931 and subsequent aggression in China, and the Italian invasion of
Abyssinia in 1935 were largely treated as distant events and attracted relatively
ittle attention from the press and stirred only limited protest, this being directed in
particular at the ineffectiveness of the League of Nations. Recently, the world-wide
demonstrations witnessed during February and March 2003 against American and
British action in Iraq perhaps offered a short-lived impression of the passionate
response associated with the Spanish war. However, of the many conflicts since,

only the United States’ engagement in Vietnam stands out as having generated a
similarly prolonged ‘deep commitment and violent partisanship’,* and as having left

a comparable political, social and enduring cultural legacy. In the late sixties and

early seventies, though, even the passions aroused by that war failed to be as all
embracing as those stirred by Spain in the 1930s.*” While British disquiet over

Vietham was most memorably expressed in the Grosvenor Square
demonstrations, over 2,000 Britons joined the 40,000 volunteers from some fifty-
three nations who fought for the beleaguered Spanish Republic, more than a
quarter of them making the ultimate sacrifice. Hundreds more joined non-combatant
agencies under the auspices of the Spanish Medical Aid Committee (SMAC),
and thousands of local activists endeavoured to raise humanitarian support through
a myriad of aid groups. Direct support for the Nationalists rebels, though less
considerable, was nonetheless evidenced by similar responses, whilst a wider
support for Franco’s forces was expressed through the hierarchy and press of the
Catholic Church, a number of Tory politicians, and the right-wing media. For many,
* Robert Graves & Alan Hodge, The Long Weekend, [London, 1941], p. 333.

% Philip Knightley, The First Casualty: The War Correspondent as Hero and Myth-maker, From

the Crimea to Kosovo ( London, 2000 edition, first published 1975), p. 207.

3’Bychanan. Britain and the Spanish Civil War, p. 1.
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then, what was essentially a Spanish domestic conflict took on an international

significance, the warring sides coming to symbolise the rival ideologies which were

dividing Europe and seemed to threaten world peace.

In Britain a multiplicity of issues acted throughout the war to shape and to moderate
public and political reactions. Divisions were not limited to those between the left
and right of the political spectrum, but also within those groups. From the onset,
discord was particularly evident in the Labour Movement. The Labour Party’s initial
endorsement of the National Government’s policy of non-intervention, and the
fallure of trade union leaders to mount any serious challenge - refusing, for instance,
to countenance any industrial action in support of the Republic - were greeted with
dismay by many of the rank-and-file members. With only 154 MPs it is doubtful
that the parliamentary Labour Party could have influenced Government policy
should it have tried. The unions were likewise emasculated, in part held back by
the legal measures introduced after the 1926 general strike. The mainstream-left
were also wary of the far-left's immediate call to arms, rejecting outright the
Communist Party’'s unity campaign. Moreover, any advocacy of direct action in
support of the Republic clashed with the, albeit declining, pacifist convictions of
much of the Labour membership. The frustration caused by the leadership’s
vacillation led to a myriad of localised initiatives, especially in the urban and
industrialised areas. Here though, while Jewish workers were keen to side with a
Republic which was standing against fascism, Catholic workers were faced with the
dilemma of equating political and class loyalties with support for a regime which had
apparently endorsed the murder of priests and nuns. For the British right there
were fewer considerations and divisions were less critical. Nonetheless, even here
the pro-Nationalist sympathies of a vociferous group of right-wing Conservative
politicians and commentators contrasted sharply with those few on the right who
shared concerns regarding a potential threat to British trade routes through the

Mediterranean from a fascist axis. Moreover, commentators of all political shades
worried over the ramifications of the various European alliances and the possibility
of the war in Spain developing into a wider European conflict. So, despite the cal
of the far-right and, with different reasoning, the eventually unified voice of the left,
to end non-intervention, for many it was favoured as a policy which reduced that
possibility.
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These then were among the issues which influenced British political perspectives
during the war. And, although the origins of the war were in fact rooted in a
complex of internal issues - Basque and Catalan calls for regional autonomy, feudal
landownership and unfulfilled promises of reform, an independent military with a
tradition of political involvement, politically unsettled industrial areas, and
widespread anti-clericalism were among the issues which contributed to the ferment
of Spain in the thirties - the course of the war saw these issues transmuted to
represent the wider ideological struggle taking place during the 1930s between
communism and fascism. A war in which the Spanish left and right were best
encapsulated within the unique extremes of anarchism and Carlism came to be
translated into the more readily understandable European ideologies lodged in the
less significant Spanish Communist Party and the fascist Falange. Within Spain the
propaganda emanating from both sides accentuated this perception, and in Britain,
and indeed across the world, both pro-Republican and pro-Nationalist supporters
were quick to advance the same characterisation. Confirmation came in the shape
of Italian and German intervention on the side of the old order and Russian support
for the Republic. The result was that the war came to be portrayed by both sides
in terms of a Manichean struggle, the left interpreting issues as democracy under
threat from the evil forces of fascism, and the right seeing Christian civilisation
crumbling before barbaric communism. These headline orders embraced a range
of associated representations. For the left the struggle was one of reaction versus
reform and repression versus freedom, the one side standing for the long-suffering
peasants and workers, the other, their long-time exploiters, the Church,
landowners, aristocracy and the wealthy, backed by the military. For the right the
the conflict was one of Catholicism versus atheism, order versus anarchy, and
culture versus barbarism, the higher values seen as rooted in a traditional Spain
and the ungodly disorder identified with the ‘red rabble’ ana the Popular Front
Government. On the one side the common people were depicted as heroically
resisting the fascist heel, on the other the crusader was again fighting the infidel, the

Virgin Mary facing down the ‘Red Whore'. Botn sides claimed to stand for a new

Spain’ and both claimed to be guardians of the past.
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Theoretical Context

The literary output inspired during the Second Republic and the Civil War has

been the subject of much historical study. Indeed the conflict has commonly been
labelled the ‘poets’ war'.® However, such study has concentrated on works of high

culture and has given little regard to the arguably more pervasive, and perhaps
more iImmediately persuasive effects of popular, mass culture. The assumption
seems to have been that the most historically significant reflections of the war are to

De found in the poems and prose of the likes of Auden, MacNeice. Spender or
Cornford.™ Without disputing the legitimacy of this perspective, it is the contention

nere that valuable insight into how the period was commonly presented for a wider

contemporary public consumption can be gleaned from more general fictional and
media representations.

It IS widely accepted that the mass media composite of film and literature, press
and broadcasting provide a window into the mindset of the nation. The popuiar
media serves to order, confirm and legitimise ways of seeing the world. It feeds a
collective understanding of national identity and acceptable social values. It also
helps to establish as true or genuine, popular expectations of alien cultures, a
process which cultivates notions of the ‘other and so serves to reinforce the
invariably superior notions of ‘self’.  Moreover, the stereotypes which emerge
from this process then act as short cuts, their readly accepted connotations

enabling them to condense and convey otherwise complex information and

making them capable of legitimising particular viewpoints.®

Cultural historian Jeffrey Richards is one who has demonstrated the ways popular
fiction and film ‘both refiect popular attitudes, ideas and preconceptions and ...
generate support for selected views and opinions’.  Likewise, John MacKenzie,
has argued that popular culture in general and juvenile iterature in particular can be

seen as ‘instrumental in the dissemination and perpetuation of particular clusters of

% E_g. 'British Responses to the War’ in Alun Kenwood (edit.), The Spanish Civil War: a Cultural

and Historical Reader ( Oxford, 1993), pp. 163-198. | | | |
% £ g. Peter Stansky & William Abrahams, Journey 1o the Frontier ; Frederick Benson, Writers in

Arms : Katherine Hoskins, Today the Struggle. | |
 See Richard Dyer, The Matter of Images. Essays on Representation ( London, second edit.

2002), Ch.3.
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ideals, assumptions and ambitions’.* Most notably, as these historians and others
ike them have shown, literature written for the young is particularly useful in
identifying the collective assumptions that inform soclety at any given time.® Itisin

DOOks and film that the child finds some explanation of the relative meaning of the

normal Iincidents of his or her own life and learns their relationship with what
happens in other parts of the world. ® Simply, ideas conveyed in childhood when

the mind is most impressionable and responsive are likely to endure into
adulthood. Here, George Orwell’s much quoted analysis of ‘Boy’'s Weeklies' for
the literary monthly Horizon in April 1940 remains particularly insightful. Init, Orwell
posited the view that ‘most people are influenced far more than they would care to
admit by novels, serial stories, fiims and so forth ... usually the ones that are read
earliest In life’. ‘It is probable’, he added, ‘that many people who would consider

themselves extremely sophisticated and ‘advanced’ are actually carrying through
Ife an imaginative background which they acquired in childhood ... .““ The writer,
Isabel Quigly’s reflections on her own 1930’s childhood add substance to Orwell’s

view: ‘Books mattered, when | was a child’, she recalled, ‘They were central to our

ives: they created our culture, our interests, our outlook ... They influenced our talk

and our feelings about the world, they were pervasive, sought for, discussed’.®

However there can be little quantitative measure of such assertions. It can be
reasonably argued that the number of books or comics read by children during a
given period only indicate the popularity of certain titles or genre and that quantity
and popularity do not reveal how such literature affected attitudes. Equally,
recollections like those of Quigly are in substance self-selecting. Nonetheless, in its
repetition of, albeit in simplified form, the sets of values and ways of looking at the

world that are apparent across the popular media such fiction acts to continue and

4 Jeffrey Richards (editor), Imperialism and Juvenile Literature ( Manchester, 1989), p. 1, John
MacKenzie, Propaganda and Empire: The Manipulation of British Public Opinion 1880-1960
(Manchester, 1984), p. vii; See also Richards, The Age of the Dream Palace.: Cinema and
Society in Britain 1930-39 (London, 1984) & Happiest Days: The Public Schools in English
Fiction (London,1988).

2 £ g. Kelly Boyd, Manliness and the Boys' Story Paper in Britain ( Basingstoke, 2003).
3 D_R. Barnes, ‘Captain Johns and the Adult World', Boris Ford, Young Writers, Young Headers

(London, 1963), pp. 115-122, 116. | | |
“ George Orwell, ‘Boys’ Weeklies', ‘Horizon’, March 1940 (written 1939), in Sonia Orwell & lan

Angus (editors), The Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters of George Orwell: Vol 1, An Age
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4 |sabel Quigly, ‘A Catholic Writer of the Thirties’, Approaches to Children’s Books. Signal,
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reinforce those patterns. As Richards’ account of the popularity of public school

stories demonstrates, acceptance of these social constructs does not depend
upon experience.® While, any combination of differing regional, gender, class or

race perspectives may mean that experiences of the common culture vary,
nonetheless, the elements of that culture continue to provide a widely accepted

frame of reference. Richards’ profile of the ways by which the mass media help
shape and ensure compliance to the dominant ideology is useful here.”” The mass

media, he argues, serves to transmit and reinforce the dominant ideology in a
number of interdependent ways. First they identify and order the various groups in
society. These are assigned a position in a hierarchy determined by compliance to
those attitudes and values deemed to be the most acceptable in society as a
whole. In this way the media acts as a forum in which members of society
continually construct and are in turn instructed by a model of what is right and decent
and what Is not, a process which again confers status on certain groups while
ISolating dissident elements. In all these ways the mass culture tends to encourage

a standardisation of behaviour and a consensus as to how the world shoula be

viewed.

This structure follows the hegemonic model proposed by Antonio Gramsci.
Gramsci argued that popular culture serves to promote a set of views based on
the ideas of the ruling classes, and that culture is therefore bound up with leadership
and inseparable from politics. In this process the subordinate classes, while
maintaining their own distinctive patterns of life, appear to support or at least
conform to the values and ideals of the dominant classes. However, this does not
mean that there is no conflict, indeed the hegemonic process is fluid In that it
involves constant negotiation between competing interests. Nor is It essentially a
conscious endeavour. Nonetheless, in the hegemonic model the mass media are

seen to indoctrinate people with certain ideological views and, more subtly, to

shape the way people see themselves and the rest of the world.

One challenge to this Gramscian approach is that it fails to acknowledge the
commercial considerations of the various media. Market pressures, Claudia Nelson

argues, serve to push eqitors, oublishers and therefore authors (and by extension,

g
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fimmakers) into ‘seeking a delicate balance between what the dominant culture

ratity as acceptable and what the subordinate culture - be it the working class or the
young - consider appealing’.® Profit in other words, IS a more important

consideration than any endeavour to Impose the ethic of the dominant ideology. In
pursuit of profit, therefore, producers of popular culture forward the values and view
of the world they consider will be most acceptable to the majority of their intended
audience. However, as Richards points out in the most part, these values

undoubtedly equate to and reflect ‘the dominant world view, and the effect is likely

{0 be hegemonic anyway'.*

In 1930s Biritain the hegemonic values to be found across the popular media were
still very much informed by imperialist notions which suggested certain ways of
understanding the world and one’s place in it. Here, drawing on the political

philosophies of Foucault and Gramsci, Edward W. Said’'s influential study
Orientalism is instructive.” While in his examination of the West's construct of the

Orient’, Said is concerned with the extent to which European colonialism created a
way of seeing the world his model has many parallels with the way Britain
regarded countries beyond her boundaries, Spain in particular. Said contends that
far from learning from the peoples they encountered, Western travellers merely
based their observations on commonly-held assumptions about the Middle-
Eastern countries they visited, so perpetuating the West's largely fabricated
construct of the Orient and reinforcing stereotypical notions of Oriental character.
These assumptions Said divides into two categories; latent - those notions of the
Orient that remain relatively constant over time; and manifest - the seemingly
variant observations brought about either by historical circumstance or by individual

perspective.  Said’s contention that even the most diverse manitestations of

Orientalism share the same latent assumptions is one explored In this project,
where it is argued that while supporters and opponents of the Republic offered

widely differing interpretations of events in Spain both continued to rely on

underlying, or latent, suppositions.
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In its broad sweep of history and use of wide-ranging sources Said’s approach has
pbeen charged as being ‘essentially ahistorical’. with failing to consider how the

impact of particular historical moments might challenge or bring about some
modification of enduring notions of the Orient.® The validity of this criticism is not

discussed here. However, the process whereby observers continue to draw from
the same stock of preconceived ideas but are forced Dy circumstances to rethink
and modify those ideas is particularly pertinent to this study. As Said makes clear,

it would be wrong to assume that all such expectations were based upon a

foundation of myth and fabrication.? However, what is relevant here is not so

much the credibility of common British expectations of Spain but rather, how
convincing they were to British audiences.

Methodological Considerations

Accepting, then, the premise that popular culture ‘holds up a mirror to the mind set

of the nation’, reflecting both what a society wishes to be seen as, and, in turn, how
it sees others, this study examines a wide range of source material.” This includes

popular fiction and film, travel literature and newspapers and periodicals. In these
media the popularity of particular themes, plots, authors and genre and the repeat
of particular forms of representation indicate not only their commercial viability but,
importantly, their widespread acceptance by audiences. While, In this study,
perceptions of Spain and the various interpretations of events presented to the
British public are built around these media, a number of other sources are also
employed. Examples from politically produced literature and film, diplomatic
papers, memoirs, autobiographies and oral testimonies are used to illustrate how

endemic the notions of Spain evident in more general media were and how they

were manipulated for political purpose.

The study first sets out to establish the values and attituaes eviaent in juvenile and
popular literature, and shared in film entertainment, during the period. A broad

analysis of how other nationals were Seen takes particular note of the

M

5" John MacKenzie, ‘Orientalism: History, Theory and the Arts (1995),p. 11, cited in John
MaclLeod. Beginning Postcolonialism (Manchester, 2000), p. 47.
52 Said. Orientalism, pp. 6-/.

53 Richards, Happiest Days, p. 1. -



representation of Spain and her people and considers some of the themes which
informed popular media and were to gain in significance during the civil war - the
threat to peace posed by Bolshevism and fascism and a growing fear of air attack.
This approach is returned to in the final chapter where the transmutation of fact into
fiction is examined in the context of stories written, and theatric film produced, during
the war. Here, fictional interpretation is measured against actual events and issues,
and attitudes expressed are gauged against changing public and political
responses. 1t is not the claim that popular literature and film necessarily had any
direct impact on public opinion regarding the issues arising from the conflict, rather
that the notions of foreigners established in such media provided both a

convenient frame of reference for explaining issues and a basis for the manipulation
of public responses to the war.

Expectations of Spain are further considered through examination of guide-books,
travelogues and the personal experiences of expatriate residents. Although
individual traveller’'s impressions of the particular may have varied, all tended to
subscribe to a more universal picture, one founded in preconceived expectations
and one, therefore, readily recognised by their intended readers. Here, a wide
range of contemporary literature, from the tourist guide to the academic account, IS
analysed both to assess its part in the construction of the imagined Spanish culture
and as a means of determining the roots of attitudes which were to help shape
British responses to events in Spain. Although politics were never a key concern
of travel literature, events during the life of the Second Republic led to many writers
offering some view of the Spanish political scene. Not only do these views
indicate the political polarisation which would become manifest after July 1936,
they also demonstrate the range of preconceptions which were later drawn on to
explain the situation during the civil war. [t is recognised that it may be argued that
the views expressed in travel literature and expatriate accounts were those of a
relatively narrow social group, however, it was this group and their views who were
to play a significant role in the effort to shape opinion during the reporting of the war
to the wider British public. Moreover, it was this same body's view of the world

which informed and set the tone of much of popular fictional representation.

School, juvenile and popular fiction, and film representation give a good idea of the
20



nature and form of commonly held perceptions of Spain during the inter-war years.
The expectations carried by visitors to Spain, as evidenced in guide-books,
demonstrate the strength of those perceptions, as do the accounts written by
travellers and expatriate residents. Their experiences also offer some clues both
to the shaping of opinions regarding events in Spain during the 1930s and to the
generally passive acceptance of the military rebellion. During the same period,
though, Spain had also become a focus for more overtly political commentators
Who expressed their interpretation of issues from the nature of Primo de Rivera’s
dictatorship, through the fall of the monarchy to the election of the Popular Front, in a
range of publications. After the military uprising this interest heightened and the
number of accounts proliferated. Correspondents covering the war for their
newspapers also wrote their own often extensive accounts; deputations of MPs
and religious delegations produced reports; student and trade union bodies
published pamphlets; the birth of Victor Gollancz’s Left Book Club coincided with
the start of the war, and the Right Book Club was born of it. Throughout the war
the left produced propaganda films, and correspondents of all political and religious
denominations produced literature and bombarded the press with their personal
views. Analysis of this wealth of material shows not only how the propaganda war
over Spain was fought and how the high ground shifted from the right to the left,
but also reveals how universally accepted notions of Spain were massaged to
provide two totally different interpretations of events. Supporters of both sides
used clichéd references as a short-cut, as a means of ordering and condensing
complex issues for public consumption. This process - the forms of explanation
offered by the various commentators and the imagery used to portray the
supposed ideals of the opposing sides - underscored as it was by a framework of

stereotypical references, again offers some explanation of public responses to the

walr.

For the most part, however, the public understanding of events during these years
would have come from the press, newsreels and radio broadcasting. Of these,
participants in a Mass Observation survey of August 1938 felt newspapers to be
most significant in shaping opinion, though they added the interesting rider that they
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distrusted the press anyway.* While taking note of other news media this study

focuses on the presentation of events in the national press, with some further
reference to local newspapers. Equally, given the constant undertone of religious
conflict which marked the Second Republic, the response of the Catholic press has
not been ignored, the Catholic Herald and the Tablet together with references from
other weeklies used particularly to illustrate the shaping of the pro-Nationalist
interpretation of the Spanish Church’s role in events. The impact of these relatively
low circulation weeklies on the general view of events, however, would have been

far less significant than that made by the national dailies. Indeed even most of

those who subscribed to the Catholic papers would have also bought or had
access to a daily newspaper.

Throughout the life of the Republic, and especially after July 1936, much of this
press adopted notably partisan stances. The Times, its influence far greater than
its circulation, attempted to maintain a balanced view, but fully endorsed the British
Government's policy of non-intervention. The Daily Mail, Morning Post and
Sunday Observer were particularly anti-Republic and unquestioningly championed
Franco's cause. The communist Daily Worker, with arguably greater sway than its
mere one per cent of the total daily newspaper circulation would suggest, offered

unhesitating support for the Republic and the most venement censure of the
Spanish right.® Labour’s organ the Daily Herald reflected the mainstream-left

position, welcoming the new Republic, condemning the military uprising and, once
early endorsement of non-intervention had been overturned, becoming totally
supportive of the loyalist Government. Although expressing some reservations
regarding the ousting of the monarchy, the weekly Co-operative News and other
Co-operative journals were also supportive of the Republic. The liberal daily the
News Chronicle, too, welcomed the new Republic and its support throughout the
war was uninterrupted, as was that of the influential provincial paper, the
Manchester Guardian. both condemning non-intervention from the start. Other
large circulation dailies, the Daily Mirror and the isolationist Daily xpress were less

clear in the direction of their support, concerned rather with keeping events distant
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