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“You soy un voluntario de las Brigadas Internacionales! Porque admiro profundamente el valor y el heroísmo del pueblo español en la lucha contra el fascismo internacional; Porque mis enemigos de siempre son los mismos que los del pueblo español y se llaman fascistas; Porque yo sé que si el fascismo es victorioso en España, mañana sera mi país, mi hogar los que seran devastados; Porque soy un trabajador, un obrero, o un campesino, que prefiere morir de pie que vivir de rodillas. He aquí por qué yo soy un voluntario, y daría, si es preciso, la última gota de mi sangre para salvar la Libertad de España, la Libertad del mundo entero.”




This passage was given to volunteers in the International Brigades of the Spanish Civil War to read as they arrived in Spain from nations across the world. For many of them, it would accurately capture the passion and the drive that had brought them to combat in a civil war hundreds to thousands of miles away from home. For others, it would perhaps resonate but lie separate from their own reasons for taking the trip and joining the war effort. For the Americans among the International Brigades, the series of push and pull factors that had brought them across the Atlantic Ocean were often complex, defined in snatches of thought as the war proceeded and became memory. But these motivations are vital for understanding how a person, being unknown to anyone in the other country, could make the choice to travel across the sea and over mountains to fight – and to die – in a foreign war. This work will study American volunteers in the Spanish Civil War of 1936-1939, examining both their political and personal motives for joining the war effort. The men’s time in service is also analyzed to determine how well their motivations supported them through months of combat. The aim is to put the Spanish Civil War into context as a vital informant on World War II politics as well as serve as a study on international fighters in foreign wars. 


In order to carry out this study, I will be using several sources of thought on war philosophy and political theory. Michael Gelven’s War and Existence provides a thorough examination of war from an existentialist perspective, breaking down battle into a series of concepts that highlights its emotional and subjective contexts, such as the idea that war is communal.
 It is important to understand the willingness of a population to get caught up in a conflict in order to hypothesize why men would volunteer for combat. Gelven’s work presents the aspects of combat that draw men to it. J. Glenn Gray’s works on war and violence, On Understanding Violence Philosophically and The Warriors: Reflections on Men in Battle likewise provide a thoughtful study of war and man’s psyche while using Gray’s own experiences to flesh out the text. Personal experience also comes into play with a third author, Lt. Col. Dave Grossman, whose book On Killing addresses the psychological consequences of the taking of another human’s life. All of these texts have provided an understanding of political theory conceptions of war and violence and help to analyze the actions of volunteers during the Spanish Civil War to create a meaningful dialogue about the why and how of their participation and the consequences for the war effort, working toward a slightly more general dialogue on the nature of war and its place in the human condition. 


In recent years, many scholars have released new or updated texts on the Spanish Civil War that I have been using for background information and to guide my research. The foremost of these is Antony Beevor’s The Battle for Spain, which provides an overview of the war and its two sides without giving either faction precedence. Other historical overviews include Helen Graham’s The Spanish Republic at War, 1936-1939 and Stanley G. Payne’s The Spanish Civil War, the Soviet Union, and Communism, both of which address the issues of the war more from the perspective of the Republican forces. Through these texts overarching events of the war and its ideological background can be traced from the Spanish perspective, including information on the many divided political factions that interacted with and influenced foreign volunteers during their time in Spain. 

Several authors have produced works on American volunteers in the International Brigades since the end of the war, including men who were volunteers themselves. Arthur Landis’ 1967 book The Abraham Lincoln Brigade as well as Robert Rosenstone’s 1969 work Crusade of the Left have been particularly helpful for understanding the mindset and experiences of the American volunteers, although the accounts are dated and perhaps not as impartial as a critical scholar would like. Landis provides a valuable chronological account of each major battle the Lincoln Brigade fought, but often glorifies the volunteers by using rhetoric that is nearly propagandistic in its effusiveness. Rosenstone gives an excellent rundown of the volunteers’ backgrounds and general biographical data while also being particularly defensive against anti-Red critics, a position that may color his views. A book that has helped to provide a more modern and balanced account is Peter N. Carroll’s The Odyssey of the Lincoln Brigade, written in 1994 and thus having more time and distance from the subject matter. Carroll also addresses domestic issues that faced returning veterans, which has been very helpful in understanding the volunteer community after the war. These scholars’ works have done much to put into context material from primary sources in order to create a more nuanced inspection of the volunteers’ words and witness.

Primary sources have been invaluable for this study. Information on writers and journalists during the war has come largely from their own works, including those of Edwin Rolfe, editor of the Brigade-run magazine Volunteer for Liberty for part of his service during the conflict and author of the International Brigade history Those Who Fought, and of course the indefatigable Ernest Hemingway (who wrote about his experiences in the Spanish Civil War through newspaper dispatches, essays, and his novel For Whom the Bell Tolls). Working with archives in the United States including the Wisconsin Historical Society and the Abraham Lincoln Brigades at NYU in New York City, I have uncovered many more letters, memoirs and publications by American volunteers that document the actions of individuals during the war and speak of their emotional ties to political ideology, motivations for fighting, and analyses of their surroundings. 


This study endeavors to weave together political science and historical methodology in order to add to the dialogue of political and philosophical conceptions of war. The research materials used have helped to provide history of the volunteers and to some degree speak to their motivations, but I hope to add to their discussion by further analyzing the relationship between the volunteers’ motivations and political theory of war and violence. The Spanish Civil War provides an example of how individuals are drawn into war as a part of finding communal and individual meaning and supporting political ideology, even to the point of killing or dying for their set of beliefs. It is a crucial case for understanding the political issues that surrounded the Second World War and the global political climate of the time. The rise of extremism threatened established governments, and across the world nations debated what form of government best served its people. The Americans who volunteered to fight for the Republic made a bold statement about what was important to them in this time of charged political tension. In this work, the volunteers’ way of seeing the world is examined, from their fear of fascism to their conviction that important life experience could be gained through combat. Together with this assessment is an analysis of the volunteers’ time in Spain, which serves to enhance understanding of their psychological associations with war and violence. The war in Spain was important enough to thousands of international men and women that it enabled them to volunteer their lives, time and passion for complete strangers, and it is worth examining what made them feel part of the Spanish community enough to make the effort. By doing so, it helps us on our way toward understanding what factors drive human beings to fight in foreign wars.
Historical Background

By 1936, Spain had already undergone a tremendous political shock when, in 1931, King Alfonso XIII stepped off the throne to make way for a new republican government, ending a clunky and laboring monarchy that was nevertheless centuries old. As the republic established its new parties and political leaders, extremists from both the left and right tugged at its foundations. Economic and ideological issues created cracks of resentment and instability that undermined the fledgling government from its inception. Finally, after five short years, generals from most branches of the military rose up and declared the republican government unfit, sparking civil war and creating a three-year conflict that tore apart the nation physically as well as politically. The two factions in the war labeled themselves the ‘Republicans’ and the ‘Nationalists,’
 but each group was a conglomeration of forces that fought within themselves to gain an identity even as they battled each other.
 Other European governments and the United States, each dealing with similar (though less extreme) political clashes within their own borders, viewed the conflict as a frightening miniature of the ideological issues that were gathering dark clouds above Europe, a storm that was soon to break as World War II began in earnest. With the fascist governments of Germany and Italy assisting the rightist Nationalists and the communist Soviet Union assisting the leftist Republicans (and France, England, and the US largely dithering on the sidelines), Spain played out its violent quest for national identity that ended in triumph for the Nationalists in 1939 and, beyond this, nearly four decades of rule by the authoritarian dictator Francisco Franco.


The story of the Spanish Civil War is a telling and vital prelude to the larger story of the growth in power of political extremist elements across Europe and beyond in the twentieth century. From anarchists to communists to fascists, extremism raised tensions within and across borders. The stain of the First World War had not yet faded from nations’ minds, and economic depression haunted most of Europe as well as the United States. For these reasons, America and many of its allies in Europe were wary of involving themselves in foreign affairs and cautious when addressing political parties’ demands for change. As war broke out in Spain, the United States, Britain, and France opted to remain isolated from foreign disputes. While future International Brigades volunteers would describe the war as a ‘crusade’ against international fascism,
 Western governments were content to leave the civil war a civil matter. In order to solidify isolation policies, the United States imposed an embargo against Spain in January 1937.
 Leftists’ opinion of Western government policy was predictably low; Edwin Rolfe argues that “…Britain and France were able to continue the slick and murderous lie of non-intervention, to withhold arms from the friendly Republican Government, and thus do more to bring about its final defeat than…the combined air fleets and artillery regiments of the two Fascist states” (Germany and Italy).
 Rolfe and other volunteers like him burned to participate in the anti-fascist fight that they saw unfolding in the Spanish countryside, and they would soon get their opportunity to raise arms against Franco and the other generals of the Spanish Nationalist Army. 
Such ideological elements of the war make it a valuable case study for examining both the global political climate of the early nineteen hundreds as well as analyzing the place of political ideology and extremism in war and violent conflict. As Michael Gelven’s existential look at war, War and Existence, states, “War is organized violence rooted in a profound sense of communal meaning articulated in the difference between the we and the they."
 The Spanish Civil War, beyond a conflict between two simplistic sides, was a struggle between individuals and their fractured political parties as they attempted to prove that their method of rule was the most just for the nation as a whole – that their ‘we’ was vastly preferable to the enemy’s ‘they.’ The question of what Spain was and what it would become, and above all what it meant to be a Spanish citizen, had become a question that would only be settled by violence. From the outside, however, the battle lost its deeply national sentiment and appeared to boil down to a fundamental struggle between democracy and fascism. At the time of the conflict, the politically conscious in nations worldwide were paying close attention to the situation in Spain, especially the leaders of Communist and Fascist parties the world over. As Germany and Italy sent troops and equipment for the Nationalist’s side and the democratic Western nations stayed firm in their policy of noninvolvement, the Republicans stood alone and ill equipped against the fascist coalition. Finally, in 1937, the Soviet Union’s Communist government began to recruit for volunteers to join the Republican war effort, eventually forming a force dubbed the International Brigades.
 The brigades brought in the contribution of extra-Spanish factions, with thousands of troops from across the world, especially in Europe and the United States, supporting the Republican forces. These volunteers risked their lives and freedom to become part of the Spanish Republican community, aligning themselves with a population that variably welcomed and distrusted their presence. Of the thousands of men and women who volunteered, some 2,800 of them were American.
 Most of these Americans would go on to fight in the Fifteenth International Brigade, commonly called the Abraham Lincoln Brigade or Battalion, though many moved through several placements during their course of their service. The Americans faced high casualties, with close to a 50% mortality rate and injuries nearly to a man.
 

The American volunteers in the Spanish Civil War faced unique challenges in order to participate in battle. Because of the United States government’s policies, participation in the war was strictly forbidden. Passports of men and women heading to Europe were stamped ‘Not Valid for Travel in Spain’ and authorities warned that disobedience could prevent reentry into the United States and could spell possible imprisonment.
 Yet word was going around the nation, carried by Communist party members, labor unions and sympathetic university students, that men and women willing to face hardship and battle to fight for the Republican cause could find a way. Communist leaders organized groups of volunteers that traveled together, giving them strict orders to pretend the men had never met yet comically issuing them all the same set of luggage.
 This type of naïve misstep would shadow the actions of the volunteers, combining a fierce determination to fight with a misplaced and overly optimistic perception of what lay ahead. Volunteers would pack their belongings and take a ship to Le Havre, France, telling customs officials that they were tourists, or students. According to the memoirs of several volunteers, many authorities in France were sympathetic to the Spanish plight and would let Americans pass through with a wink and a nod and perhaps a whisper of encouragement.
A few were not so lucky and spent time in French detainment camps either crossing into or out of Spain over the course of the war. Those who made it into France waited until a guide could be arranged, enjoying the company of their companions and of the local women, then leaving again in groups to cross the border into Spain. The trip involved climbing up and over the Pyrenees mountain range and through the Spanish countryside until a training camp could be reached. Despite the myriad of dangers involved in making the journey from America to Spain, the volunteers would finally arrive and quickly grow to comprehend the difficulties and new dangers of the war first hand.

The Abraham Lincoln Brigade spent months at a time fighting on the front lines and predictably suffered high casualties. The men saw action at many battles over the course of the war. Combat began for them in February 1937 in the Jarama Valley, a tactical point on the Nationalists’ path to conquer Madrid.
 With only a small percentage of volunteers even knowing how to hold and shoot the rifles, the death toll began to grow. The Spanish Civil War was largely fought through trench warfare and air combat, but as foreigners were not allowed in the Spanish air force the members of the International Brigades fought only in the trenches. Other battles followed, including offensives at Bruneté and Aragon, in the summer and autumn of 1937. February of 1938 saw action at Teruel, and scattered battle and retreat, with a great deal of marching from the front to the reserves and back again, which took place over the next few months.
  The last months of combat that American volunteers saw was during the Ebro offensive in the summer of 1938. Finally, in September of that year, months before the eventual end of the war in spring of 1939, news came that Premier Negrin, the leader of the Spanish Republican forces, had commanded the withdrawal of all foreign troops from combat.
 Over the next few months, the International Brigades would find ways back over the border into France and then back to their home countries. Many felt that their business in Spain was unfinished, but many also felt the relief that they would no more be fighting what was rapidly becoming an clearly lost cause. Returning to the United States, the volunteers would receive less than a hero’s welcome. Many would return to Europe to fight in World War II, and many would afterward be under suspicion of un-American activities as the Cold War escalated over the next few decades. Men who had fought for democracy and idealistic principles in Spain would have to fight to defend their political views against the anti-Red sentiment that was to permeate US politics and culture for the foreseeable future.

Who were these volunteers that dared defy the American government and cross over mountains to reach Spain? Rosenstone offers a brief but thorough survey of the men who would eventually see combat. Many came from New York and other groups traveled from university towns in California and Wisconsin, as well as many other locations across the country. University students and young laborers were highly represented,
 though older men, such as the 35-year-old Steve Nelson, participated and distinguished themselves for their ability to lead and provide solutions with the benefit of greater experience. A high percentage – somewhere between twenty to thirty percent – were Jewish.
 Though the numbers are somewhat disputed, there were also somewhere around two hundred African American volunteers that not only fought in integrated battalions but also were able to move upward in rank and lead companies and battalions.
 These facts play into the discussion of political motivations for volunteering and will be analyzed in depth below. A significant number of the volunteers would self-identify as Communist or at least as admiring of Communist theory, though there were a few with openly declared apolitical mindsets. In the 1930s, Communism and other socially progressive political groups were on the rise, attempting to combat the hopelessness and insecurity of the Great Depression.
 Youths participated in Roosevelt’s work programs and studied at universities to aid employability, but economic troubles seemed to have no end in sight. Future Brigades volunteers were growing up with little and were deeply aware of how it felt to be disadvantaged. The conditions fostered growth in socialist parties as workers sought ways to make their demands heard. Through this strengthening of leftist political ideals, anti-fascism thought became embedded in the hearts of many. When war broke out in Spain, these young, disadvantaged men and women with dreams of a brighter (and potentially Socialist) future felt connected to the Republican citizens. Thanks to the Brigades, soon they could do something about it, too. Though few had any military experience and barely more than that had ever held a gun, some 2,800 men headed to war.
The Idealist – Fighting for a Cause
“Because I believe that fascism is wrong and must be exterminated, and that liberal democracy or more probably communism is right.

Because my joining the I.B. might have an effect on the amendment of the neutrality act in the United States.

Because after the war is over I shall be a more effective anti-fascist.

Because in my ambitious quest for knowledge in all fields, I cannot afford in this age to overlook war.

Because I shall come into contact with a lot of communists, who are very good company and from whom I expect to learn things.

Because I am mentally lazy and should like to do some physical work for a change.

Because I need something remarkable in my background to make up for my unfortunate self-consciousness in social relations.

Because I am tired of working for the Herald Tribune in particular and newspapers in general.

Because I think it will be good for my soul.

Because there is a girl in Paris who will have to learn that my presence is not necessary to her existence.

Because I want to impress various people, Bill for one.

Because I hope to find material for some writing, probably a play.

Because I want to improve my Spanish as well as my French.

Because I want to know what it is like to be afraid of something and I want to see how other people react to danger.

Because there may be a chance to do some reading and I won’t have to wear a necktie.

Because I should like once more to get in good physical condition.”


So wrote James Lardner, volunteer for the International Brigades, killed in action some months later on the last day of combat that international fighters saw before their withdrawal from the war. He was writing to his mother, drawing out at length the impulses and motivations that had driven him to Spain and to battle. Few volunteers have offered such a complete, concise, and diverse set of explanations for their decision. The 24-year-old journalist acknowledged that while “the first four reasons and the ninth, especially the first, are the most important ones in my opinion,”
 there was a set of complex reasons that likely echoed the mindset of many of the men around him.  Lardner’s list captures the sentiment of the American volunteers. He chose to fight because the politics mattered to him, but he also felt he could be improved as a human being if he went through the experiences of war. Throughout the list, his naïve ideas of what combat would entail – not wearing a necktie, for example – reveal how unprepared he likely was to have his life be in imminent danger. Among all of the reasons, he cites the most important as the ones that label him an anti-fascist, a Communist sympathizer if not a member of the party himself, and an opponent of the isolationist policies of the United States government. Likewise, the majority of American volunteers in the Spanish Civil War have labeled their motivations for fighting as support for a political cause: either for Communism or Democracy and against Fascism. 


The volunteers’ dedication to political change is often described romantically as a ‘crusade’ by many of the survivors. Robert Rosenstone’s book, Crusade of the Left, unapologetically takes such a stance. Peter N. Carroll’s work similarly begins with a chapter titled “The Origins of a Crusade,” borrowing the terminology in order to describe the attitude of the men who fought. To these volunteers, it did not matter that to most socialists the idea of religion is anathema; the metaphor invoked images of a righteous fighting force, traveling to a far-off land to reclaim its important values and save it from hordes of evil infidels. J. Glenn Gray’s book The Warriors: Reflections on Men in Battle points to the commonality of such a view in a war involving totalitarian viewpoints. Of a soldier who conceives of his fight as a crusade, he says, “For him, war is in no sense a game or a dirty mess. It is a mission, a holy cause…his hatred of the enemy makes this soldier feel supremely real.”
 It is a viewpoint that was helped by propaganda, prominent on both sides of the war. Posters and pamphlets showed Nationalist bombs and the faces of murdered children, provoking strong emotions in Republican fighters. The violence depicted justified the Republic’s cause and assisted convictions that they were firmly in the right. Gray argues that only association with the enemy can mitigate the dehumanization that occurs on each side toward the other.
 For American volunteers engaging in trench warfare against foreign foes, propaganda was rife while fraternization happened rarely. The idea of a crusade remained real, and the fight against the wicked fascists drove more and more Americans to the new ‘holy land.’ 


The drive that anti-fascism lent the volunteers is displayed in many of their letters. One man, Harry Fisher, often wrote violent invectives against the enemy in his letters home. Despite protesting that he was not a violent man, he declared, “What a joy to know guns are being used against fascists.”
 Fisher also exemplifies another aspect of hatred toward the enemy that J. Glenn Gray describes. Through his association with warfare, the hardship and loss of combat, his hatred turns from a generalized loathing into something concrete and consuming, still abstract but now personal. Gray states that as this process takes place, “he is not fighting men but embodiments of undifferentiated evil…instead of the enemy, they have become my enemies.”
 Fisher displays this in another letter from a few months later into his time in Spain, writing,
“If you ever saw the two little children in bandages, wounded by fascist bombs, if you ever saw towns almost ruined by fascist bombs…you feel that any amount of suffering would be worth the honor of being able to fight – yes fight with guns, instead of words – against fascism which is so brutal and beastial [sic] as to slaughter innocent women and children with such indifference. Up to the time I came to Spain, my hatred for fascism was more or less theoretical; now it is real, the kind of a hatred that makes me happy I’m here with a good rifle.”

Seeing civilian casualties and experiencing suffering solidified Fishers’ animosity, changing the Nationalists from mere enemy soldiers into inhuman beasts. The transformation would cause him to take joy in killing, since to his mind he was working to eradicate evil. This was to be a combative spirit that carried him through the rest of his life. He would go on to fight in World War II, and live a long life until collapsing at an anti-Iraq War protest in 2003. The volunteers may not have had much fighting experience when they went to Spain, but for many their time there fostered a lifelong flame of hatred for fascism.


Some of the anti-fascism sentiment in the International Brigades was brought by the high percentage of Communist party members among the volunteers. Exact numbers are disputed, but scholars cite figures between sixty and eighty percent.
 Many more who were not members themselves sympathized with leftist goals and admired their fervor, including James Lardner, who described Communists as “very good company.”
 Party members in the Brigades saw the political uncertainty in Spain as a chance to rouse the thousands of laborers and campesinos living across the country.
 They hoped that the turmoil might lead to a demand by disadvantaged citizens for equality and eventually an all-out call for socialist reform over the republic that the war had disrupted. Alfred Amery was one such volunteer who saw opportunity for dispersing the message of social revolution to Spanish citizens. He described the war as  “…a very precipitant moment. It actually seemed as if socialism had a chance to spread around a little. So as the Communists and progressives rushed to help in Spain…I was entranced by all this; and it seemed to me that that was where I belonged, in the International Brigades.”
 The party actively recruited volunteers and assisted them in their journey to Spain, a role that would have critics later accusing the party of ‘commanding’ men to fight. This was an accusation that was solidly shot down by volunteers, both Communists and not. Members among the volunteers held even tighter to the idea of a crusade than others with political motivations, although the party would try to avoid promoting Marxist ideals in order to prevent dissent among the politically varied volunteers. Still, some hoped for more, like Amery: 

“But we were warned, over and over, not to consider ourselves as fighting for socialism. We were fighting for a true and honest democracy, where everybody could participate to the best of his/her ability…So we Communists were really idealists. There was nothing selfish in our efforts. But of course in the backs of our minds we hoped, and more or less believed that we were fighting for socialism eventually.”

To Amery, the representative government that democracy would bring did not go far enough to establish social and economic equality. In a nation that was caught between many ideologies, it seemed that whichever side proved the most powerful would build a new government from the ground up. Socialism would not win out, however, and neither would democracy as Franco gained authoritative hold over post-war politics. 

Understanding how Communism came to play a role in these Americans’ lives can be seen through examining domestic issues in the United States at the time. The political and economic climate of the 1930s brought volunteers into the leftist fold. Membership in the Communist Party and in other socialist groups had expanded rapidly in the United States during the years leading up to the Spanish Civil War, driven by the hopelessness of the Great Depression and finding legitimacy through the Communists’ Popular Front strategy, which advocated for workers rights and worked to ally leftist groups across the country.
 Rosenstone, writing in the 1960s, fought anti-Communist sentiment in his study of the Brigades by explaining that radicalism was a logical result of the hardship of the Depression.
 Many of the volunteers would later cite the Depression and its hard-taught lessons as a critical informant on how they viewed world politics and their role in Spain. For some, economic hardship meant that they could not find work elsewhere. For others, seeing economic suffering brought them closer to the plight of the worker and introduced them to socialist solutions. One of the most widely popular volunteers, political commissar Steve Nelson, had a long history of working through the Communist Party for workers rights and for workers’ issues to be heard by upper management. He continued that job in Spain, attempting to bring Communist equality ideals into a stringent military rank system. Nelson was first denied his request to serve in Spain due to his usefulness in the United States. Eventually the Communist Party relented, perhaps because they realized what Nelson would articulate years later – “This was one of those wars which awaken the world.”
 Economic issues had paved the way for a growing population within the US that supported socialist initiatives and feared the authoritarian ideals of fascists on the extreme right. 

Nelson and the volunteers who belonged to this population truly believed that Spain would not be the final step on the fascists’ warpath. Domestic issues may have offered the push, but international circumstances would furnish the pull. Nelson himself felt that the war in Spain was necessary on a global scale, allowing time for the Western nations to change their viewpoint on the importance of challenging Hitler.
 Hitler’s Germany and Mussolini’s Italy had become a large concern amongst leftist groups, even as far away as the United States. Protests abounded in 1934 and 1935 calling for action against Germany and Italy, including a call to boycott the 1936 Olympics, set to be held in Berlin.
 The first Americans in Spain during the war were, in fact, a group of ten athletes attending an alternate Olympic Games in Barcelona. They returned to the United States and led fundraising efforts for the Republican forces, with their coach returning to fight and die in the Brigades.
 Despite the government’s refusal to take a side, the volunteers were not closing their ears to the drama unfolding in Europe. 

Concern over the spread of fascism in Europe lent legitimacy to the men’s choice to fight for the Republic. Letters again reveal the fierce dedication to the volunteers’ cause. Harry Fisher stated his fear of the international fascist threat explicitly, writing, “If this were merely a civil war in Spain, the I.B. would have no place here. As it is, there is no civil war, but a war of aggression going on, led by Italy and Germany. So the I.B. by fighting against fascism here is fighting against international fascism.”
 Similarly, Sidney Kaufman made a passionate declaration about the importance of Spain after the German invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1938, postulating, 

“A new orientation has to be made to the changed world scene – undoubtedly intervention will be greater than ever before carried on by Hitler and Mussolini over here. Spain becomes the crux – the focal point of the world anti-fascist movement – for it is here that the madmen can be stopped. It calls for an intensification of the work to aid Spain greater than ever before.”

Kaufman fully bought into the idea that Spain could be ‘the tomb of Fascism.’ He and others like him represented a strong willed minority of the population, however. Volunteer Benjamin Iceland wrote about his preparations for his departure, recounting the reaction of a friend to his decision to fight: “…at one point my friend turned to me in puzzlement and asked: ‘Tell me, why are you really going to Spain?’ all I could think of saying to him was: ‘I hate Fascism, that’s why I’m going.’ Then shaking his head, he remarked: ‘I know that. But do you have to be so serious about it?’”
 Only a few men went to fight in Spain, a number something short of 3,000. But most of them were in line with Iceland, serious in their wariness of fascism and not trusting that it would stay contained for long. 

Fear of fascism’s effects, especially the brand that Hitler was peddling, struck close to home for a particular group in the United States: the Jewish community. It is no coincidence that such a high percentage of volunteers were Jewish (again, between twenty to thirty percent). Jewish men found a connection to their counterparts in Europe; Hitler’s anti-Semitic campaign was already underway by the time the war began in Spain. Hank Rubin defined it simply, speaking to a common heritage when he wrote, “The historic Jewish experience makes us especially sensitive to oppression anywhere.”
 Jewish volunteers felt the need both to defend the oppressed and, more specifically, to defend their heritage from the blind hatred they were already seeing in the Nazi troops. Hyman Katz wrote to his mother from a Spanish hospital, defending his choices by saying, “Don’t you realize that we Jews will be the first to suffer if fascism comes?”
 Peter N. Carroll, among other scholars, has pointed out the logical prominence of Jewish Americans in the Brigades: “The presence of so many Jews in Spain partly reflected their large number within the American Communist party…American Jews, more than other ethnic minorities, appreciated the dangers of fascism in Europe. To them, Hitler was no abstraction.”
 The anti-fascism sentiment was already there, but added to it for the Jewish volunteers was the specter of a future where they were unsafe, repressed by government decree and with curtailed basic human rights. Hundreds of men fought in Spain to prevent such a fate.

The few hundred African American volunteers in combat cited most of the same reasons as their white companions for fighting. Volunteer Vaughn Love justified his motivation by speaking of the threat of international fascism: “My friends told me that it was irrational for me to go to Spain when so much was needed in the fight for Negro rights in this country, but the battle for Negro rights, human rights and the future of civilization itself was at stake in Spain.”
 African American volunteers enjoyed an unprecedented level of equal treatment in the Brigades; they served in integrated companies, and the first African American promoted to command over white soldiers was in the Spanish Civil War, a man named Oliver Law. Peter N. Carroll labeled Communism’s attention to integration ‘self-conscious,’ and accounts vary as to the success of officers’ efforts. Law himself had a shaky relationship with the men under his command, and rumors of betrayal by his own side surrounded his death in battle, though they were vehemently denied by several witnesses.
 On the whole, however, African Americans appreciated the work toward a more equitable system through integration and advancement opportunities. They were part of a unit, and together the brigade became a community dedicated to the same end.

Political motivations go far toward discussing why someone might choose to go to war for a foreign country. Theories such as Communism and Fascism cross national borders and create communities of like-minded people who want to see their preferred model established in as many nations as possible. Michael Gelven emphasizes the communal quality of war, a quality that is easily found when examining politics as an impetus to go to war. He argues, “Philosophically, the first war happened only when a community, self-consciously recognizing its own existence as precious, willfully accepted the sacrifices necessary to sustain it.”
 Although volunteers may have come from difference economic, social, and political backgrounds, they became a community through their commitment to face Nationalist Spain and its German and Italian allies. Communist, Jewish, African American, or some combination thereof, a majority of the volunteers decided to fight because they had strong political motivation. Even when beaten down by combat, the communal need to destroy the enemy bound them together. Alfred Amery put it well when he said, “War kills everything but one spark—the spark to continue what you started to do with your comrades.”
 With Communist leadership, the word ‘comrade’ was used with meaning. The Americans did not need to have ties to Spain in order to feel that they were connected to the same values as the Republicans, and they would defend those values at the cost of their lives.
The Romantic – Fighting for Experience 
“Stories of Americans who were volunteering for the International Brigades on the Republic’s side, many from campuses around the country, although none from our school, made it sound romantic enough so that I had speculated about what it would be like to go. We didn’t hear about the horrors those volunteers faced in actual fighting.”


Hank Ruben wrote the above as he remembered his preconceptions of the Spanish Civil War and how they influenced his decision to volunteer. He could not understand the real dangers of war, merely having the sense that it was ‘romantic.’ Likewise, James Lardner’s list of reasons why he chose to fight includes several that are less political and more concerned with mental and physical self-improvement. They may not be the most important, as he self-cited, but they influenced his decision nonetheless. Anti-fascism could never be the whole answer to why the volunteers fought. Some of the men had no political motivation; there were certainly those who volunteered to fight despite a lack of political connection or who at least stated firm reasons beside political conviction. For some, their view of war was romantic, with ideas of adventure and glory guiding their steps. Others held the sense that war was a way to know one’s self and grow as a person, and some heard the call of Eros in the work of Ares. All of these men were to find in Spain all the war they might have wished for, but few would find it to be as glorious as they had anticipated.   

In Rubin’s memoir, he gave an eloquent account of his decision to fight. It was a decision that was difficult for him as he admitted that he “subscribed to no political theory, belong[ed] to no party or organization…”
 When approached by a classmate who was known to be associated with the Communist party, Rubin listened to the man’s bid for volunteering with youthful interest. Though his classmate admitted to the danger of battle and the high casualties that American volunteers were facing, Rubin only heard with half an ear, already picturing himself stoically suffering an injury in battle, collecting glory and becoming a hero. “Going to war seemed to me a step into manhood,” he admitted. “I must confess that the imagery of personal heroism that accompanies soldiers in wartime appealed to me very much. It would be a heroic gesture that would be almost as good as composing a great symphony, painting a masterpiece or writing the great American novel…”
 His ideas of heroism would only be narrowly tested, as jaundice landed him in the hospital before he could see combat. His pre-med training at his university was revealed during his recovery and he was transferred to medical service, where his closest personal brush with death were several battlefield ambulance rides and his ethically questionable decision to perform a mercy killing on a patient. Rubin’s assumption that war could make him a man brought reveals the romanticism that colors interpretation of war. He was one of many who felt that war could give his life a particular type of meaning. 


J. Glenn Gray describes the appeal of war as “the delight in seeing, the delight in comradeship, the delight in destruction.”
 He points to the spectacle of war as an experience that can become aesthetically eye-opening and impart a sense of union that seemingly connects men to a deeper understanding of the world. These ideas of war as a force that shapes men and changes them on a fundamental level are ones that appealed to some among the Brigades. Hank Rubin felt that war would make him a man. James Lardner wondered what it felt like to be afraid. Volunteer Peter Campo, like many others, was down on his luck in the Great Depression, “out of work and looking for an adventure.”
 Many of the men were of an age to have grown up among stories of valor in the Great War but with little to no memory of the war itself, the sons of veterans who learned from a young age that war could be equated with honor and glory. To these men, the goal became the fight itself, as an experience.
The writers and journalists who went to Spain understood well the delight in seeing that Gray writes about, traveling through war-torn countryside in order to bring news back to the United States and impress the brutality of the situation on the American public. Many creative people, both established and amateur, either volunteered themselves or at least visited the troops. Rosenstone points out the sizeable group of writers and journalists that fought, out of romantic spirit or to gain experience that would fuel their poetry, screenplays, and novels. Among them were also those who were striking out at Fascist Germany’s book burnings and policies of controlled information, and those who had strong connections with the Communist Party.
 Of the writers who actually fought in combat, notables included Edwin Rolfe, Alvah Cecil Bessie, and James Lardner.
 Only first two men would survive to write accounts of their experiences, as well as numerous works of fiction and poetry. Bessie would go on to work in Hollywood, and was eventually blacklisted in the later Red Scare. Other writers also came to Spain to get news of the war back to the United States or to raise the morale of troops. Already a famous novelist by the time the war began, Ernest Hemingway received much attention for his exploits as a dispatch writer and for his novel about the war and its American participants, For Whom the Bell Tolls. Hemingway did his part to raise funds and public support with his involvement in the films Spain in Flames and The Spanish Earth, besides providing for several volunteers and even ambulances to be brought to Spain.
 Langston Hughes likewise spoke to the troops and published poetry about the volunteers in order to drum up support from the American public.

Romance and war have associations beyond ideas of heroes and glory. The idea of an emotional or sexual connection to war has been extensively examined by philosophers and has strong ties to the idea of war as romantic. Both J. Glenn Gray and Michael Gelven have addressed love as a companion to war, and Gelven posits, “Perhaps the urge to destroy is made of the same metal as the urge to create.”
 Gray points out the preoccupation of male soldiers with women and with fulfillment of physical needs, stating that one of its foundations is the desire to contrast the horror of battle with the affirmation of life that sex provides.
 The men of the International Brigades were certainly no exception; many memoirs are full of memories of girls met in small Spanish villages, or the recollection of a time when the opportunity was taken in Spain or France to find a woman to spend a final night with before going to the front lines. Alfred Amery’s memoir comes complete with a lengthy complaint about the lack of attractive partners to be found in Spain, apparently rejecting a homely prostitute in favor of reading a magazine.
 Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls famously explores the idea of wartime romance in detail, following Robert Jordan (likely based on actual International Brigade volunteer Robert Hale Merriman) and his relationship with a young Spanish woman. For those volunteers expecting a sense of the romantic in their war experiences, the attempt to reach out and connect with another human being provided comfort against the absence of solace to be found.   

War’s romantic nature led many of the brigadiers to participate in order to gain the unique experiences that combat holds for human beings. They believed that war could help them find something better within themselves, although for many it just brought them to their mortal end. While a desire for knowledge of war was an important motivator, the mixed motivations of the volunteers must be emphasized. Men who admitted to a sense of romanticism associated with fighting often still had political interests. Veteran Charles Nusser said it well when he told an interviewer, 

“Some people hear of a war and they think it’s romantic. They see Rambo, or in those days it was Errol Flynn. But it wasn’t that kind of thing. As a matter of facet, the overwhelming majority of the international brigadiers, including the Americans, had a political outlook. I don’t mean that there were no adventurers. Perhaps some people did think it would be romantic. Maybe somebody wanted to get away from his wife, I don’t know, but the overwhelming majority of the people did have a political outlook, that fascism had to be stopped.”

In the United States during the 1930s, there was a sense of adventure that surrounded war, built from fiction and appealing to many young men at loose ends throughout the nation. The youth of the brigadiers may have had something to do with the prevalence of romantic spirit that influenced their choice to go to war. It was likely an unconscious influence. The volunteers found themselves trying to express to friends and family, and even to themselves, why they chose to leave for Spain. They were not always able to justify it in any decisive manner. As Benjamin Iceland remembered, “I kept asking myself: “Why was I going to Spain? Was I a romantic, or a revolutionary?”
 It was a question that was beyond clear definition. Still, whether for politics, adventure, or some combination of the two, there were hundreds of men who turned their initial decision into action and ended up in the middle of a war. They would soon find out how far their ideologies would take them in actual combat.
How they Fought – Death, Desertion, and the Psychological Legacy
 “So they looked around for Vincent. He was nowhere to be found. The whole thing was just too much for him. Here’s a guy who had military training. How much conviction? He deserted his post. Now in some armies, he would’ve been shot. Later on, I understand he was back in training camp, as an instructor, a very good instructor…how much political conviction he had I don’t know…Another guy, he’s still alive, he didn’t desert or anything. He survived, he came back to the US, but he dropped out of all activity. He doesn’t come around V.A.L.B..
 He once told a friend of his: ‘I agree with everything that you are doing. I agree with what we tried to do in Spain. But I’m a coward. I get scared to death. How I ever survived in Spain, I don’t know.’ There’s a very honest man. His political outlook was the same as mine. So you ask, can you break? Yeah, you can.”


Charles Nusser’s anecdote, related in an unpublished autobiography, reveals an important aspect of the volunteers’ experience. Coming to Spain may have been a difficult and complex decision, but remaining to fight and, for many, to die, was an even more difficult decision. Dissonance occurred when political conviction or desire for the experience of war met the realities of combat. Nusser, among others, found out that previous knowledge or political motivations could fail men in battle. Americans in the Spanish Civil War would lose their naiveté, find themselves making difficult decisions about the lives of enemy soldiers and even their own, and some would desert and return to the United States. The combatants’ return home would offer them little glory for their efforts, and the psychological legacy of their time in Spain could be traumatic. 


Naiveté was a common characteristic for many of the American volunteers. So many were young political idealists, dreaming of fighting without any idea of what that truly entailed. Volunteer Henry Rubin – who admitted to an extremely romanticized idea of war before his service – related that at his university, students with leftist leanings would casually use the phrase “No Pasarán.” The words, meaning “They shall not pass,” was a propagandistic phrase used by Republican Spain as they resisted Nationalist forces from taking the city of Madrid. Rubin went on to say that “…the expression was almost a password among us. Indeed, it spread to the rest of the campus and was the rallying cry used at football games when our team was defending its goal line.”
 To Rubin, it may have been an indicator of how present the war in Spain was on the students’ minds, but it also reveals the shallowness of the situation. Men and women in Madrid used the phrase to boost morale as their fellow citizens lay dying in the streets; Rubin and his classmates used it at sporting events. Such naiveté followed men into Spain. Alfred Amery describes a situation where eager and enthusiastic cries against fascism became tarnished quickly, remembering, 

“…on the train-ride some of the glow wore off our enthusiasm. Some Germans among us in charge at the time passed out some cans of sardines for dinner. Sardines! Jesus! One guy erupted, cursing the Germans, the sardines, and the whole world. Three weeks in Spain and he was fed-up already! I don’t know how he turned out…but this was the beginning of some of our troubles. Lousy food, and seldom enough, and the coffee like dishwater, and seldom a chance for a bath, etc.”


The Americans cultivated a reputation for loudly complaining about the lack of supplies and poor quality of food and conditions. Whether this was due once again to a naïve view of war or was a coping mechanism for the men, it was the reaction of young men who had come to fight the ‘good fight’ but had found nothing glorious about their circumstances.


Despite the convictions that led them to a foreign nation, the volunteers faced situations that would test their ideas of morality. Survivors would later relate moments that resonated in their memories, times when they had to make a choice to kill or to let someone live. Those who chose mercy reported relief; Amery saw a man drop a stretcher and run from the battlefield. He nearly shot him, but said after choosing not to, “Ever since, I’ve been glad I didn’t shoot him. It would have haunted me the rest of my life.”
 Author Lt. Col. Dave Grossman has discussed the prevalence of non-firers in battle, a group that used to compose a vast majority of soldiers according to a World War II era study by S. L. A. Marshall. Though modern warfare has tipped the scales in the other direction, at the time of World War II only fifteen to twenty percent of men were found to fire their weapons.
 The study displays mankind’s deep reluctance to kill one of their own. Despite the volunteers’ fervent belief in their cause, there were often times when they could not bring themselves to kill. 


However, Amery’s instance was with a man of his own side. This type of reluctance is harder to find when examining the Americans’ encounters with Nationalist troops. Charles Nusser recalled with evidently little emotion the shooting of two civilians as his troop took control of a small town: “Not long after the soldiers…come out hands high…Among them are two men not in army uniforms. Civilians. Some townspeople point them out as Falangist leaders in the town. One woman, hatred burning in her face, screams, ‘Fascistas,’ and spits on the ground. We shoot them both.”
 The cold description reveals little of how Nusser was affected by the event, except in that he remembered it. Grossman speaks of the soldier that kills, arguing that in order for him or her to do so there is a need for the soldier to feel that the enemy is less than human, base and vile. He adds, “And the killer must violently suppress any dissonant thought that he has done anything wrong. Further, he must violently attack anyone or anything that would threaten his beliefs.”
 Only then can he justify his deeds. Nusser’s refusal to assign emotion to the event may speak of the trauma it left, or it may reveal that he regarded the enemy to be less than human, thus able to kill without suffering emotional backlash. Many of the men display such coldness when relating incidents between themselves and the Nationalists, often refusing to speak of enemy combatants as anything more than a mass of weaponry to be faced and destroyed. The horror of war did not leave the men unchanged, however, and battle left them in low spirits, searching for an end to their suffering.


The naiveté of the American volunteers caused problems of a different sort among the men: desertion. Disillusionment with the experience of war and fear of the enemy created an equation for disaster. Only a small amount of American soldiers attempted to desert, a figure somewhere around four percent of men as estimated in Carroll’s study.
 However, this still meant that more than a hundred combatants fled Spain before the terms of their service were done. Because the United States Government was keeping its nose clean of the war, volunteers who went to US consulates to ask for help were recorded, but rejected. Some managed to make it to a port city, where they found passage or stowed away on a merchant ship to the nearest foreign harbor. Others went on foot, back up and over the Pyrenees the way that they had come. By each method, traveling through a country at war could be dangerous. The most frequent outcome was capture by the Republicans and a quick dispatch back to their company, where they were usually sent to work in a labor battalion. After some time, top officials in the Brigades decided there was need to set an example, and three men were executed for desertion, including one American by the name of Paul White. After a burst of outrage from the troops and worry about international public opinion, officials reversed the command for executions to punish desertion and offenders were again merely sent back to labor or returned to the front lines. In one extreme case documented by Peter N. Carroll, attempted deserter Bernard Abramofsky was executed unofficially in the dead of night by an officer of his own company, but the event was hardly routine.
 Despite the various consequences for men caught deserting, some were still willing to take the risk in order to escape the more imminent and frightening dangers of combat.


Men who defined their motivations for desertion could be found to have reasons that paralleled their motivations for volunteering. Ardent political radicals lost faith in their beliefs, and men looking for adventure found nothing like it among the dead and wounded. Alfred Amery, whose memoir has eloquent protestations to his early turn to Communist leanings, spoke with disgust of a group of men retreating from a fascist advance: “When we got to the road I was appalled. Trucks loaded with men passed by with other men trying to get aboard being pushed off by those aboard. Communists? Jesus! It sickened me.”
 Yet Amery would himself later desert, citing disillusionment with the cause. He took the sea route, boarding a British ship headed for Marseille and arriving in the United States some time later. In his memoir he protested, “…I have felt ever since that I had nothing to be ashamed of in my actions in Spain. I did my best in three battles, and then left because it was perfectly obvious to myself and some friends that the situation was hopeless.”
 Political motivations certainly only got the men so far, but more deserters came from the romantic side of things. Carroll quotes a veteran who judged, “‘It was amongst the men who were trying to escape reality at home, and who came for adventure that we found most of the deserters.’”
 For those who had little driving them in battle but a thirst for life experiences, the death of their expectations about war left them very afraid that their own death would follow close behind. 

Grossman argues that veterans of the Vietnam War are unique in America’s history for their high level of trauma and inability to come to terms with what they experienced.
 Many of his reasons to support this argument, however, can also be applied to the International Brigade volunteers. It is not a perfect comparison, considering the nature of Vietnam’s draft army and the voluntary army of the Brigades. However, the argument describes the aftermath of combat rather than addressing the reasons for fighting, and both groups of combatants faced psychological and intrapersonal challenges as a result of their war experiences. Grossman discusses the youth of Vietnam War soldiers, especially draftees, and the inexperience of officers. Spanish Civil War volunteers were young as well, with many of them university students or young laborers and very few with any military experience, even for battalion leaders. Grossman also discuss the demoralization that Vietnam vets experienced when they left the nation as it was still torn by war, and then saw the invasion of South Vietnam by the north and the defeat of their unfinished efforts. Likewise, the International Brigades were withdrawn months before the end of the war and returned home only to hear of the defeat of Republican troops and the victory of Francisco Franco. Stories of Vietnam Vets being mistreated and even spit on upon their return to the United States are infamous, and recognition of their service came late and faltering in the public consciousness. Spanish Civil War vets returned with difficulty to the United States after illegally leaving the country in order to volunteer. When they went home, they faced public and political hostility for being ‘Reds’ in the following decades of Cold War politics and were often under investigation – and sometimes under arrest – for suspicion of un-American activities. What they saw as their heroic stand against fascism was first quickly overshadowed by the heralding of World War II and then nearly forgotten as international attention dismissed ruined Spain and consumed itself with the destruction of Hitler and his allies and later with how to rebuild the world in the war’s aftermath. The men who fought in Spain were left try and continue where they had left their lives, months before, with little public recognition, the government keeping a close eyes on their political activities, and the fascist threat spreading over Europe just as they had feared and fought against. 

Conclusion – The Veterans’ Homecoming and Echoes to Today

The International Brigade volunteers were officially withdrawn from combat in September of 1938 by the languishing Republican government and trickled back home in fits and starts over the next several months. Some felt only relief. Others were dismayed to be sent home before the war was finished. The dismay would turn into indignation and disbelief as Franco set up his new government and the world turned its eye away from Spain in order to face Hitler. For the following few decades, many of the American volunteers would continue to support anti-Franco movements, unable to believe that a man who had committed countless atrocities against his people during the war and afterward could be unchallenged by other governments in the international arena. When Franco died in 1975 and Spain rapidly established a functioning democracy, the news was met with joy from American IB veterans. Nearly forty years later, the authoritarian regime had withered and died in Spain alongside its leader, and the volunteers who were still alive could finally find closure. 

The veterans returned to America not as celebrated heroes, but as citizens guilty of disobeying government orders and subject to scrutiny as suspicion of Communism deepened in the government and in the American public. Several of those associated with the Communist party were to find themselves on trial and imprisoned, including the active Communist Steve Nelson. Many were discouraged from associating with other veterans, though others kept in touch with each other through the V.A.L.B (Veterans of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade) organization. In Spain, recognition of the volunteers was impossible due to Franco’s control of the media. For decades, American veterans of the war went unnoticed, and the United States government saw participation in the war as a sign of subversive activities. Only in recent years has acknowledgement become more positive and public. In 1996, nearly sixty years after the end of the war, the Spanish government announced honorary citizenship for all veterans of the International Brigades. By then there were around 600 still alive across the world. For them, the announcement was yet another form of closure and a sign of gratitude for the volunteers’ efforts, despite the eventual outcome of the war. 

Much of the effort involved in this study has been to take the words of the volunteers, from materials written during the war and long after it, and try to understand not only why Americans would fight in the Spanish Civil War, but also generally why citizens of one nation would choose to fight in a foreign war. Examples are given of men who fought against a certain ideology, or men who desired the emotional and physical experience of war for personal reasons. This is true of combatants across time and national borders; the volunteers provide a case study of such motivations, but they are not necessarily unique. Today, men and women in the United States are involved in combat situations in various foreign nations. There are soldiers who see the spread of militant Islamic groups as a threat to democracy in the same way that volunteers in the 1930’s worried about the spread of fascism and saw it as a threat to European political ideology. Some join the military due to a sense of adventure, or to make a good living in a society dealing with economic trouble, like the youths that sought to escape the Great Depression or find meaning in the experience of war.

Of course, one of the major differences between the Spanish Civil War and foreign military action of today is the role of the American government. In the 1930’s, the United States government promoted neutrality because they believed that events in Spain would not spill over into other nations’ affairs, despite the involvement of Germany and Italy. In the wake of World War I, the US hoped to avoid aggression at any cost, and they did not see fascism as a true threat against American interests. In contrast, in recent years the United States government has promoted active military aggression against perceived ideological threats to America. Ideas of a “War on Terror” have been active in the media and in government rhetoric since the 9/11 attacks. Stopping the spread of an ideology deemed harmful to American interests has become sanctioned in the post-World-War era. Spanish Civil War veterans got a taste of this as early as the 1940’s, when intervention against Communism caused government scrutiny within American borders as well as beyond the Iron Curtain. Still, Cold War tactics avoided full-scale war in favor of arms races and Red Scares. Direct military aggression gained prominence in other arenas rather than in the USSR. This study does not attempt to decipher the government’s different responses to ideology in the Spanish Civil War, World War II, the Cold War, or modern involvement in nations such as Iraq and Afghanistan. It is worth pointing out, however, that in the case of the Spanish Civil War the fascist threat was deemed to be severe enough that it gained a large-scale civilian response despite government policy at the time. 


When the call came for volunteers to participate in the Spanish Civil War, some 2,800 men chose to go to war. Even more, including many women, would volunteer as medical personnel and ambulance drivers. Many would claim a common identity with each other, as Communists, or Jews, or African Americans. They would go for political change, and they would go for adventure. They would learn that war held little glory, especially in the face of eminent defeat. Some would save the lives of a friend, while others would desert their post. They held an uneasy position in the war, defying their home government and often only reluctantly accepted by the government and people of Spain. In the end, they left the country while it was still broken, wondering what the outcome of the war would be but with justified suspicion that they were being forced to abandon a hopeless case. They are an obscure case of a formalized volunteer fighting force, yet their story can teach us much about the nature of sacrifice and how people can find a common cause in a foreign war. La Pasionaria, the Spanish Civil War’s premier Republican radio personality and propaganda creator, broadcast a farewell message to the Brigadiers after their withdrawal from action, eloquently declaring, “From all peoples, from all races, you came to us like brothers, like sons of immortal Spain…Comrades of the International Brigades: Political reasons, reasons of state…are sending you back, some to your own countries and others to forced exile. You can go proudly. You are history. You are legend.”
 Their story may be controversial but it surely deserves remembrance. 
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Appendix I. La Pasionaria’s Farewell Address to the International Brigades

Dolores Ibárruri, La Pasionaria

Barcelona, November 1, 1938

It is very difficult to say a few words in farewell to the heroes of the International Brigades, because of what they are and what they represent. A feeling of sorrow, an infinite grief catches our throat - sorrow for those who are going away, for the soldiers of the highest ideal of human redemption, exiles from their countries, persecuted by the tyrants of all peoples - grief for  those who will stay here forever mingled with the Spanish soil, in the very depth of our heart, hallowed by our feeling of eternal gratitude.

From all peoples, from all races, you came to us like brothers, like sons of immortal Spain; and in the hardest days of the war, when the capital of the Spanish Republic was threatened, it was you, gallant comrades of the International Brigades, who helped save the city with your fighting enthusiasm, your heroism and your spirit of sacrifice. - And Jarama and Guadalajara, Brunete and Belchite, Levante and the Ebro, in immortal verses sing of the courage, the sacrifice, the daring, th  discipline of the men of the International Brigades.

For the first time in the history of the peoples' struggles, there was the spectacle, breath­taking in its grandeur, of the formation of International Brigades to help save a threatened country's freedom and independence - the freedom and independence of our Spanish land.

Communists, Socialists, Anarchists, Republicans - men of different colors, differing ideology, antagonistic religions --- yet all profoundly loving liberty and justice, they came and offered themselves to us unconditionally.

They gave us everything --- their youth or their maturity; their science or their experience; their blood and their lives; their hopes and aspirations --- and they asked us for nothing. But yes, it must be said, they did want a post in battle, they aspired to the honor of dying for us.

Banners of Spain! Salute these many heroes! Be lowered to honor so many martyrs!

Mothers! Women! When the years pass by and the wounds of war are stanched; when the memory of the sad and bloody days dissipates in a present of liberty, of peace and of well­being; when the rancors have died out and pride in a free country is felt equally by all Spaniards, speak to your children. Tell them of these men of the International Brigades.

Recount for them how, coming over seas and mountains, crossing frontiers bristling with bayonets, sought by raving dogs thirsting to tear their flesh, these men reached our country as crusaders for freedom, to fight and die for Spain's liberty and independence threatened by German and Italian fascism. They gave up everything --- their loves, their countries, home and fortune, fathers, mothers, wives, brothers, sisters and children --- and they came and said to us: “We are here. Your cause, Spain's cause, is ours. It is the cause of all advanced and progressive mankind.”

Today many are departing. Thousands remain, shrouded in Spanish earth, profoundly remembered by all Spaniards. Comrades of the International Brigades: Political reasons, reasons of state, the welfare of that very cause for which you offered your blood with boundless generosity, are sending you back, some to your own countries and others to forced exile. You can go proudly. You are history. You are legend. You are the heroic example of democracy's solidarity and universality in the face of the vile and accommodating spirit of those who interpret democratic principles with their eyes on hoards of wealth or corporate shares which they want to safeguard from all risk.

We shall not forget you; and, when the olive tree of peace is in flower, entwined with the victory laurels of the Republic of Spain --- return!

Return to our side for here you will find a homeland --- those who have no country or friends, who must live deprived of friendship --- all, all will have the affection and gratitude of the Spanish people who today and tomorrow will shout with enthusiasm ---  

Long live the heroes of the International Brigades!

Translated text found at: http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/scw/farewell.htm

Appendix II. Broadside with Langston Hughes’ poetry concerning the Spanish Civil War


� “I am a volunteer of the International Brigades! Because I deeply admire the valor and heroism of the Spanish people in the fight against international fascism; Because my eternal enemies are the same as those of the Spanish people and they are called fascists; Because I know that if fascism is victorious in Spain, tomorrow it will be my country, my home that they will be devastating; Because I am a worker, a laborer, or an agricultural worker, that prefers to die on foot than to live on my knees. I am here because I am a volunteer and would give, if it is necessary, the last drop of my blood to save the freedom of Spain, the freedom of the entire world” (my translation). Quoted in: Magí Crusells. Las brigadas internacionales en la pantalla. Spain: Universida de Castilla – La Mancha, 1998, 100.





� Michael Gelven. War and Existence. University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994.





� In order to provide consistency for this study, the terms ‘Republicans’ and ‘Nationalists’ will be used throughout to describe the two sides. However, it should be emphasized that this is not necessarily the most popularly used terminology, either at the time of the war or now as discussed by scholars of Spanish history. For example, American veterans of the war often referred to the Republicans simply as the ‘Government’ of Spain, and the Nationalists as ‘fascists’ or ‘Falangists’ (the name of the most radical fascist group involved in the conflict), terminology that is somewhat of a simplification considering the number of diverse political, military, and religious groups that composed each side.
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