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If the central theme of Catholic pro-Francoism was Communism 

versus Catholicism, the essential and most powerful corroborating 

image of the concept was that of the atrocities against Catholics, 

lay and religious, and against church buildings. The atrocities were 

the prism through which all events of the civil war were seen, and 

elicited an emotional response that overwhelmed any attempt at 

objective discussion of the causes and other issues of the war. 

Tales of atrocity and desecration appeared constantly in both 

Zea1andia and the Tablet, and were repeated in Catholic letters to 

secular newspapers. Torture, both mental and physical, performed on 

priests and nuns; priests crucified or shot for refusing to 

blaspheme, nuns stripped and forced to walk through the streets; 

graves opened and bodies displayed in obscene positions; churches 

looted and holy images and sacred relics destroyed or defiled - these 

were the type of stories that appeared. Often the "appalling 

savagery and horror" of the atrocities would not be described in more 

than those terms, because a closer description was unfit to print in 

a Christian newspaper, thus allowing readers to supply their own 

imaginative details. 

In September and October 1936, the Tablet published several pages 

of eyewitness descriptions of atrocities. Some examples were: 

The report of an American woman tourist: "I saw a church burned by 

the Reds, who killed a priest, cut off his arms and legs, ripped open 

his body, and hung the corpse from a Statue of the Virgin. usa 

The experience of an Irishman in Valencia: 

nuns were driven out from their convent in Valencia and 
stripped naked. The superior was a woman of 70. She fell 
to the ground, and a young captain of the Government forces, 
touched by the scene ran forward and covered her body with 
his cloak. He was accused of infidelity to the cause of 
Spain, and some of his men held him against the wall while 
another walked up with a revolver in each hand and 
discharged both guns into his eyes.51 



136 

An account from another Irishman in Jaen: 

Monks had been beheaded, and I counted eight heads hanging 
from railings. There were other bodies in the street. 
The mob stripped 12 nuns and paraded them through the 
streets to the market-place with their hands tied behind 
them. Petrol was poured over them and they were burned 
a1ive.52 

Such personal atrocities, often involving sexual elements in the case 

of the nuns, were the most common form of atrocity stories. There 

were more inventive atrocity stories as well. One of the most 

curious was a report in Zealandia, in September 1937, of a Communist 

plot 

by 

to spread disease in Nationalist Spain. Two Frenchmen, captured 

"White Guards", claimed to have been contacted by Communist agent, 

working for the Government of Spain, and to have been taken to a 

laboratory where they were injected with smallpox virus. However, 

the Communists' "dastardly act" was foiled by the laboratory workers, 

who had injected the men with ordinary soap and water. 53 Besides 

fulfilling the usual function of atrocity stories, that is, to show 

that the "Reds" would stoop to any infamy, this peculiar tale also 

enabled readers to have the last laugh on the Government of Spain. 

Atrocity 

"mythologising" 

stories played 

of the war. 

a major part in the Catholic 

In the context of the archetypal battle 

being waged in Spain between the forces of God and the hordes of 

Satan, the atrocities became evidence of the martyrdom that the 

Church in Spain, and the Spanish people, had to undergo to emerge 

purified and revitalised. Thus, in a sense, there was an ambivalence 

in the Catholic press' reaction to atrocities. They were abhorred, 

of course, but Catholic grief and horror at the fate of their 

co-religionists in Spain was assuaged by the thought that such 

martyrdom was 

would not go 

the beginning 

to the greater glory of the Church and of God, and 

unrewarded. This attitude was stated very clearly at 

of the war in the women's page of the Tablet. At the 

end of a small item on the women of Spain, the women's editor said: 

"This purging, however, is not a matter for despair. Persecution is 

purification. "54 
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Indeed, along with the atrocity stories appeared items which 

showed that God was protecting his own in Spain. There were numerous 

tales of divine retribution for atrocities and desecration; for 

example, this report from the French newspaper La Croix, reprinted in 

Zealandia: 

A Communist named Balbino of Esterri, Spain, boasting that 
he would provide the new commune's first funeral, murdered 
the parish priest. He also destroyed the village's famous 
crucifix he cut the figure of our Lord almost in two 
pieces. On the following day Balbina was killed in a car 
smash The car hit a rock. He5§as thrown out. His body 
was picked up in almost two pieces. 

Guttman, in The Wound in the Heart, identifies "martyrdom and 

conversion" as the two common conventions in Catholic literature 

about the war. 56 These conventions applied not only to the 

fiction inspired by the war, but also to most of the reports about 

Republican treatment of Catholics. (Some of these, of course, were 

also fiction, but were not presented as such.) As the Communist 

Party newspaper 

Republican cause 

Catholic press 

had tales of Nationalist soldiers converted to the 

while convalescing in Republican hospitals, so the 

had stories of "Red" militia-men so touched by the 

bravery of priests facing martyrdom that they renounced their 

allegiance to Communism. 

Perhaps the best example of the convention of conversion was a 

short story published in the Tablet (which had a short story in each 

issue it published two with Civil War settings). The story 

concerned a priest, who, in disguise, had become a member of the 

"Red" militia and was much admired for his bravery. While holding a 

secret mass, the priest, known as "Esteban", was captured by a 

notorious Communist, tiEl Matador", famed for his inventive methods of 

killing his vicitms. HEI Matador" led the priest into the woods, 

but, instead of shooting him, fell on his knees and begged I1Esteban" 

to hear his confession. The Communist's father had been shot while 

trying to prevent a church burning and this had opened "El Matador's" 
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eyes to the viciousness of Communism and the error of his own ways. 

When the repentant killer's men became suspicious and began shooting 

at the pair, "EI Matador" held them off while the priest escaped "to 

Franco and safety". "EI Matador", of course, was killed in the 

process. 57 The convention of martyrdom appeared throughout 

atrocity stories, which always depicted nuns and priests going to 

their death with dignity and rejoicing in the glory of God. 

The mythologising of the war in Spain inevitably evoked images of 

past Catholic persecution and created a rationale for the Nationalist 

rebellion based on the concept of a new crusade. In the words of a 

New Zealander, resident in Britain, whose business took him to Spain 

frequently: "General Franco was trying to uphold the Catholic 

church, the only church in the land, and trying to keep the country 

from being atheist as well as Bolshevist."S8 

Occasionally, comparisons were drawn between the present conflict 

and the French Revolution, with the Communists representing the cold 

rationalism of the Enlightenment: 

I began to realise that I was in a new vendee and that what 
was going on was really a religious war - a new crusade 
against the destructive influences of Moscow, a desperate 
reaction of the Catholic Spirit against the soulless powers 
of modern materia1ism.59 

One correspondent to the Otago Daily Times, writing of the attempt to 

trample religion, not only used the example of the French Revolution 

but also exhorted readers to "remember Titus Oates!"60 

But the most obvious comparison was between the civil war and the 

struggle against Moslem domination in the 15th century. The history 

of Spain was invoked by Catholic writers, and Spain was depicted as, 

once again, "one of the lights of Christian civilisation and 

culture",61 beleaguered by' its enemies, but committed to saving 

Europe from barbarism through the faith and self-sacrifice of its 

people: 

Twice has Spain saved Europe. The fall of Granada in 1492 
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marked the end of the epic contest against Mohammedan 
domination of Europe after 8 centuries of heroic 
resistance. In 1572 the victory of Lepanto broke the power 
of Islam for good. 
In 1936 the old country of saints and warriors, of explorers 
and navigators, in spite of long suffering, in spite of 
treason and calumny has still the vitality to challenge the 
sacreligious violence of Moscow.62 

The mythologising of the war as a new crusade was most evident in 

the image of the Nationalist forces in the Catholic press. The 

deeply-rooted Catholicism of the Nationalist troops was constantly 

emphasised; all wore medals of the Sacred Heart into battle, went to 

mass and confession regularly and saw their struggle as one for God 

as well as Spain: 

On the feast of the Assumption, thousands of young men 
rushed into the battle to the cry of "Viva Maria!" (long 
Ii ve tv1ary) This and the rallying cries "Vi va Cristo 
Rey!" (long live Christ the King) are Spain's challenge to 
Bolshevism.63 

The "mystic religious fervour which inspired the saints of Spain and 

the spiritual conquistadores who followed in the footsteps of 

Cortes",64 

shared by 

described by one writer as again present in Spain, was 
some Catholic writers when speaking of Franco's army. In 

articles ecstatic in tone, the Nationalist troops were described 

kneeling before the grave of El Cid (the legendary scourge of the 

Moors), swearing to fight to the death for the glory of Spain and of 

God. 

O'Brien 

Spanish 

The Navarrese 

as the epitome 

courage and 

were depicted in glowing terms by one Aileen 

of militant Spanish Catholicism, and of fierce 

pride in themselves, their nation and their 

cause: "I was seeing the most arrogant race on earth on its knees 

humbly before him who died a criminal's death."65 

Together with the descriptions of the faith of the Nationalist 

soldiers, went items describing the revival of religion in Spain. 

Thus, even before the Nationalists had won, the spirit of Catholicism 

was portrayed as triumphing over great odds. As early as November 

1936, the Tablet printed on article from the Irish Monthly entitled 

"Religion Is Alive In Spain". In the mythologising of the war such a 
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revival of religious feeling was the ultimate image of redemption: 

That this religious revival in Spain is not merely a passing 
fit of religious exhaltation caused by a natural reaction to 
the attack of the Reds against all that is most sacred to 
the heart of the genuine Spanish nation, but something that 
derives its orlgln from higher causes, is amply proved by 
numerous facts that are reported almost daily from many 
parts of the country.65 

In other words, God was answering the call of his people in 

Spain; their martyrdom was not to be in vain. Over the period of the 

war, numerous accounts were published of religious ceremonies in 

Nationalist Spain, revealing the faith and dedication of Franco's 

army. One of the best examples of the great faith and self sacrifice 

of Nationalist soldiers was the tale of Colonel Moscardo, leader of 

the defenders in the siege of the Alcazar, in Toledo, at the 

beginning of the war. Moscardo, with a small force of rebel troops 

and a number of civilians, had been driven by the militia back into 

the Alcazar. After several days, Moscardo still refused to surrender 

and was told by the Toledo militia leader that, if he did not 

surrender, his son, who had been taken hostage, would be shot. 

Moscardo spoke to his son over the telephone and told him to commend 

his soul to God and shout "Viva Espana!" According to the story in 

the Tablet, Moscardo's son was shot immediately after his father's 

refusal to surrender. (Hugh Thomas, however, notes that the younger 

Moscardo was 

air-raid. 67 ) 

shot over a month later in reprisal for an 

The account in the Tablet stressed the epic heroic quality of the 

story: 

Chivalry and romance, loyalty and devotion, valour and 
bravery are not dead. They are still among us. 
History has been repeating itself in these latter days. 
From the smoke and fire, from the wreck and ruin, from the 
horrors of despair and desolation of that 72 day siege of 
the Alcazar in Toledo, Spain, now comes the thrilling story 
of Colonel Jose Moscardo, who courageously declined to yield 
the Alcazar to the reds who held his son as a hostage. 
Colonel Moscardo's loyalty and devotion to duty seemingly 
outrivals the courage and valour of that master-man and man 
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of mettle of legendary Spain, the celebrated Alonzo P. de 
Guzman, who resolutely refused to surrender the city of 
Tariza to the enemies of his king and of his country even 
under threat of losing his dearly beloved son.68 

This story and others about the siege of the Alcazar, collected in a 

book called The Epic of the Alcazar, were recommended for Catholic 

school children by the Tablet's education columnist. 69 

Given this exalted vision of the Nationalist forces, it was not 

surprising that reports of Nationalist atrocities were dismissed as 

"Red" propaganda. One correspondent to the Otago Daily Times said: 

That anyone can believe 
homeland, their natural 
Heaven and earth could 
beyond comprehension.70 

men who are fighting for their 
rights and all they hold dear in 
be guilty of such inhumanity is 

In the Catholic press, the most common method of explaining away 

reports of Nationalist atrocities was to claim that the Republican 

forces had been responsible. The best known example of this 

transferring of blame was the explanation for the bombing of 

Guernica. Pro-Francoist propaganda claimed that there had not been 

any bombing. An article in the Tablet, in June 1937, said: "Every 

day it is beocming clearer that the ancient Basque capital was 

destroyed by dynamiters and incendiaries before the Nationalists 

entered the town."7l According to this view, Guernica was 

destroyed by 

prevent the 

Anarchists retreating from the Nationalists, partly to 

victors from making any real gains by taking the city, 

and partly to provide evidence for propaganda about Nationalist 

bombings. 

The justification for aerial bombing, when it could not be denied 

as propaganda, 

illustrated the 

go to support 

was a remarkable example of evasion of the issue and 

lengths to which the Catholic press was prepared to 

and defend the Nationalist cause. Zealandia's 

response, in particular, is deserving of rather lengthy quotation. 

Several points were made in the jusification: 
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1. Everybody is doing it: 

aerial attack on objectives outside the actual war zones 
is now an accepted military practice. The idea is wholly 
repellent to the normal civilised mind, but, as with the 
British use of poison gas in the Great War, it seems that 
particular forms and weapons of warfare can only be 
countered by employing methods of the same type.72 

2. Franco was being unfairly attacked by countries whose 

humanitarian record in war time was no beter than his: 

aerial bombing took place in the Great War ... 
of civilian life caught in air attacks on 
objectives was low in the Great War ... Why should 
called upon to have a higher regard for human 
Britain did in the Great War?73 

the value 
military 

Franco be 
life than 

3. Franco was scrupulous about not attacking anything other than 

military objectives: 

The whole practice of aerial warfare is a shocking 
reflection on the mentality of our times, and the Popes have 
continually urged its abolition. But even if it be employed 
care can be taken to make the bombings as strictly military 
as possible. It is to Franco's credit that he has done his 
best to limit and segregate the effects of Nationalist 
bombing. It is to the everlasting infamy of the Reds that 
they have handled their weapons in precisely the same way 
that they have used other armed units, namely as instruments 
of wanton and senseless savagery.74 

Furthermore, Catholics claimed that the whole outcry over aerial 

bombing was being used by the Communists in a cynical propaganda 

campaign 

strongly 

against the Nationalists. Those, they said, who objected so 

to aerial bombing had been strangely silent about the murder 

and torture of Catholics in Spain, and about other "Red" atrocities. 

At the end of an article entitled "The Ethics of Bombing", the Tablet 

mused: "It is surely significant that the outcry against bombing has 

arisen only when the Christian forces appear likely to win."7S 

A minor controversy began between Zealandia and the Communist 
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party 

Weekly 

newspaper, the Workers Weekly, in April 1937, when the Workers 

published pictures purporting to be child victims of 

Nationalist bombings. Zealandia retorted by reprinting an article 

from a French Catholic newspaper exposing the photographs. The 

photographs, it said, were actually taken from a French book entitled 

Temoignanges et Images Secretes de la Guerre, published after World 

\~ar One, 

1918. 76 

discussion 

showing the victims of German bombings in Paris, in March 

The Workers Weekly replied to this with an indignant 

of their impeccable sources. 77 (An interesting point 

about the controversy is that both newspapers were, in fact, 

importing a controversy begun in Britain and France, since both were 

reprinting from overseas sources.) At the end of 1937, the Weekly 

renewed the controversy by publishing a photo of Generals Franco and 

Mola before welcoming crowds at the gates of a captured city. The 

Weekly called it "a real faked photograph", and challenged Zealandia 

to respond. 78 Zealandia remained silent, but the Tablet was 

provoked to a rather evasive editorial comment; it was obvious, said 

the editor, that this was a composite photograph: 

It is hardly likely that General Franco and his staff would 
be walking in a different direction from the troops as they 
entered the city ... But all this is beside the point. The 
question at issue is the relative importance of this picture 
and those which were faked by the Reds imputing atrocities 
to General Franco. The Worker's Weekly must have scant 
faith in the intelligence of its readers.79 

Naturally, the Nationalist leader himself was discussed at length 

in the Catholic press. He was generally portrayed as the perfect 

Christian gentleman, who, as befitted his role as saviour of the 

Church, was deeply religious. Zealandia published an interview with 

an Englishwoman who had taught Franco English in Tenerife. She spoke 

of him as a devoted family man, not ambitious, but with a great sense 

of duty, and love for his country: 

I got the impression that he had that superior courage of 
being able to walk on his own heart (and there was no doubt 
that that heart was a sensitive one) if it became necessary 
when duty called.80 
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Franco, the "Marshal Foch of Spain"Sl was also a merciful and 

humanitarian man: "General Franco could take Madrid; he has the key 

to the water supply, but he is too humane to use it, for this method 

would cause a terrible epidemic."S2 Of all the aspects of 

Franco's personality that were discussed, the emphasis was on his 

modesty and lack of ambition. In an interview published in the 

Tablet, in late 1937, he was quoted as saying: 

I did not 
ambitious. 
the supreme 
thoughts. 
have raised 

start this movement because I was politically 
Politics have never interested me. To become 
power of my native country is far from my 

I am a soldier, and as such, I, with my comrades 
the flag of Nationalism. Spain was in the hands 

Someone had to move and save her from the of anarchy 
final disaster 
civilisation.83 

and, in saving her, save the whole of Western 

Catholic letters to newspapers also hotly denied that Franco aspired 

to dictatorship, asserting that, rather, he was merely a patriot and 

a devout Catholic. 84 

Discussion of the future under Franco in the Catholic press was 

generally 

rightful 

in vague terms, and dealt to a considerable extent with the 

role of the Church. Often, reports on the Nationalist 

Government's planned policies came directly from news services in 

Burgos, the seat of Nationalist Government, and there was little 

discussion of their application or implications. According to the 

Tablet, Franco would model the new Spain on Portugal: "And even the 

astute advanced thinkers of the left will find it difficult to bring 

sound criticism against Dr Salazar and his dictatorship in the 

prosperous state of Portugal."SS Jose Gil Robles, the leader of 

the conservative Catholic CEDA party before the war, was often quoted 

in the Catholic press about Spain's future once the Nationalists had 

won. Gil Robles was the perfect spokesman for the Nationalists as 

far as Catholics were concerned: "No surer guide could be found than 

this sterling Catholic and patriot".87 Zealandia and the Tablet 

were either unaware, or unwilling to mention, that there were certain 

political differences between Gil Robles and the leaders of the 

Nationalists, and that he was at some distance from the 
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decision-makers of 

Lisbon since the 

the Burgos 

beginning of 

Government, 

the war. 88 
having been in exile in 

Franco himself was also 

quoted on his own vision of Spain's future: 

We want Spain one and undivided under the rule of a new 
strong State, a State which will watch social justice so 
closely that there will not be a single Spanish home without 
a hea8~h and not a single Spanish labourer without his 
bread. 

The term "social justice" was one often used in discussions of 

the future under Franco, as were phrases and terms like "the true 

spirit of Spain", "self sacrifice", and "a spirit of unityfl. Despite 

Franco's statement about a strong state, one point about the future 

Government of Spain that Catholic pro-Francoist propagandists were 

quick to make, was that it would not be a totalitarian Fascist 

nature. The Tablet quoted Gil Robles on the subject: 

Yet, without admitting even remotely, the unjust detrimental 
meaning that Communist propaganda attaches to the term 
Fascism, no one in good faith will be able to maintain the 
theory that Spain will be organised as a government of that 
order. For the present we must not forget that Mussolini 
himself has declared on many occasions that Fascism is 
typically Italian product, suited to the needs and 
characteristics of Italy, and impossible of application in 
other countries. In agreement with this fundamental 
statement is that of General Franco, the chief of the 
Spanish State, who affirms on his part that the present 
movement in Spain is not of that order.90 

For Catholics, Fascism was not the issue in Spain. The 

accusation that Franco's forces were Fascist was seen as a "Red" 

herring, used by Franco's opponents to obscure the real meaning of 

the war: 

To style the insurgent parties as Fascists is misleading and 
a confusion of the true issue. It suits the purpose of 
certain interests to describe the present uprising as a 
Fascist plot, because the name of Fascism in its generally 
accepted sense is calculated to arouse suspicion and class 
hatred; but actually the Fascists in Spain are so few as to 
be hardly worth mentioning.91 
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Accusations that the Church was pro-Fascist because it supported 

Franco were simply seen as evidence of anti-Catholic bias. Zealandia 

pointed out that it did not follow that Catholicism and Fascism were 

linked, merely because both were anti-Communist: 

The menace of Communism brought Fascism into being but it is 
wrong to assume that Fascism is the right or the only answer 
to Communism There is in fact only one true and 
sufficient answer to atheist Communism and that is 
Catholicism. Neither the success nor failure of Fascism 
could alter that.92 

Nevertheless there were Catholics who felt more sympathy towards 

the Fascist type of government than towards perhaps more democratic 

forms of government. According to Father E.R. Simmons, historian of 

the Catholic Church in New Zealand, there was "a very divided mind" 

among New Zealand Catholics on the subject of Fascism, "a feeling 

among some that Mussolini was doing good things for Italy". The 

attraction for Mussolini's Italy and for the type of strong corporate 

State that news items claimed was Franco's plan for Spain, was 

perhaps due to the fact that this type of corporate structure had 

been suggested by the Pope in his 1931 encyclical "Quadragesimo Anno" 

(although without the interference of the State itself to the extent 

that Fascism 

director of 

and Nazism allowed). 

the Catholic Social 

Reverend J.A. Higgins S.M.; 

Guild in the Archdiocese of 

Wellington, and much in demand on the Catholic lecture circuit, 

provided a justification for accommodation with Fascism, while 

denying that the Catholic Church was pro-Fascist. Writing in 

Tomorrow, in answer to editorial claims about the Church's role in 

the war, he said: 

ObViously under Fascism the Catholic Church can at least 
live and in some way carryon her work, while under 
Communism the Catholic Church is not even allowed to exist. 
But that does not prove that the Catholic Church either 
approves of Fascism or buys arms for Fascists.94 

Father Simmons considered that the question of Fascism in Spain was 

subordinated to the major issue of saving Spain for Christianity, or 

Catholicism: 
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one would have expected a degree of hostility to the 
Falangists [because they were Fascist], if not to Franco, 
among Catholics; in fact it didn't happen. It was a case of 
turning a blind eye to the chief supporters of Franco in the 
hope that this Communist menace would be overthrown in 
Spain.95 

The Tablet promoted a similar view when it said: 

Catholics as such have no interest in the form of government 
Spaniards set up for themselves, so long as religious 
freedom is provided As a matter of fact ... the only 
champion of religious freedom that has appeared in Spain in 
the present crisis is General Franco.96 

A few of Franco's defenders in the daily newspapers went a little 

further than this denial of interest. Notable among these was a 

Catholic priest in Christchurch. On 2 December 1936 he justified the 

armed revolt in the correspondence columns of The Press: 

Italy, Germany, Portugal, Hungary and now Spain have 
achieved freedom from the "Red menace" only by armed force. 
There is no other way. There may be a hundred conceivable 
ways of combatting the "Red menace" but there is only one 
method already organised and in the field and that is 
Fascism, which many of us do not like but which is by far 
the lesser of the two evils.97 

Later in December, the priest claimed that Fascism had only been 

created as a reaction to Communism and used the same brute force that 

Communism used. 98 Other letters voiced opinions that smacked of 

Fascist beliefs; for instance "Another Catholic Priest" asserted that 

Karl Marx was !fa renegade Jew Mordechai".99 A Dunedin writer 

asserted that Franco's victory represented not only the defeat of 

Russia's attempt to "Sovietise" Spain but also "the deathblow to that 

"liberal" Masonic regime which brought Spain into poverty and 

ignorance". 100 

Letters to the daily newspapers also provided some instances of 

support for Franco out of an identification of his cause as Fascist. 
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ItNino di Somma", in Christchurch, considered that the countries in 

Europe with the most stable Governments were the dictatorships, and 

that it would be best for the world if Mussolini should undertake the 

"pacification" of Spain and establish a Fascist Government like the 

one so successful in Italy.10l The Otago Daily Times' columns 

often featured letters from "Patriotic New Zealander", of Balclutha, 

who evidently supported Franco from more political than religious 

motives. This writer opened the Times' correspondence on the Spanish 

Civil War with a letter praising the "Fascists of Spain" whose sole 

aim he said, was to "scrap the rabid proletarianism" in Spain, which 

resembled that which ruled in Russia. The writer considered that a 

victory for Franco would mean the regeneration of 

uplifting of the national spirit, as had occurred 

Spain and an 

in Italy and 

Germany. This first letter also contained the curious claim that 

Spain's domination 

Communism. 102 It 

Zealander's" later 

by the priesthood had 

to note 

paved 

that 

the way 

"Patriotic 

for 

New is interesting 

letters voiced an attitude more in keeping with 

the general 

references 

impiety. 104 

trend of pro-Francoist sentiment in New Zealand, with 

to attacks on religion in Spain103 and Communist 

References to the regeneration and new virility of 

the Italian and German nations under Fascism, as well as a defence of 

Japan's activities in China, clearly revealed "Patriotic New 

Zealander's" political leanings. Apart from these sentiments, his 

letters provided little new in the area of pro-Francoist propaganda. 

Naturally enough, he placed great emphasis on the menace of Communism 

in Spain. It was obvious that the writer regarded a pro-Fascist 

attitude 

Britain, 

Zealand, 

only for 

Flag .105 

as compatible with a patriotic attachment to New Zealand and 

for he warned of the dangers of the "red element" in New 

in the form of the SMAC, and proclaimed that there was room 

the Union Jack in New Zealand, and not for the Red 

The information Catholics were given about the Nationalists 

tended to deal less with their political aims and to focus upon how 

well the Nationalist forces were fighting, and on conditions in 

Nationalist Spain, in comparison with those in Republican Spain. 
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Much of the material, especially in Zealandia, was concerned with 

contrasting the two Spains, in order to show how Franco's rule would 

benefit the country. Those Catholics who read the Tablet had the 

added bonus of receiving a picture of Nationalist Spain from one of 

their own. Father Ardagh, the parish priest of Queenstown,106 

was in Europe at the outbreak of the war, and visited Spain to learn 

for himself what the situation was. The Tablet printed his diary of 

the visit in three parts on 31 August and 7 and 14 September 1938. 

The priest's diary was, in places, an almost ecstatic account of the 

physical and spiritual condition of Nationalist Spain, as well as 

containing most of the Catholic (and Nationalist) arguments of the 

causes of the war and details of the sites of atrocities and 

desecrations he was taken to see. A major point of emphasis in his 

observations was the normality of life in nationalist Spain, where 

everything was running smoothly despite the war: "The wonderful 

peace everywhere we go. No sign of soldiers anywhere ... People are 

happy, joyous. Business going on as usual ... No sign of worry or 

strain.,,107 

The Catholic press was most anxious to dispel any ideas that 

Nationalist Spain was suffering under the restrictions of harsh 

military rule. Thus, an article in Zealandia said: "Nationalist 

Spain is only authoritarian because there is a war on."108 And, 

according to Father Ardagh: "Nowhere is there any idea of a military 

rule over the country" .109 The working class, in the view of 

Catholic writers, was not suffering under Franco, and economic 

conditions in Nationalist Spain were always pictured as stable. 

Father Ardagh recorded in his diary: "Prices very low. Things 

cheap. We find that wages, etc., have not been reduced, and prices 

have not been raised. That should speak volumes."110 

While items in Zealandia claimed that there was no food shortage 

in Franco's Spain, Father Ardagh did note that: 

In Spain poverty and charity are virtues. One day each week 
is a "one plate" day, i.e. a one plate meal ... In private 
houses the people declare (freely) that they thus save and 
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collected by girls who call at the homes. 
is a no meat day so that there will be no 
people of the towns Franco liberates. It 
the people in Spain rejoice in the 

that amount is 
One day a week 
scarcity for the 
is wonderful and 
sacrifice. III 

Thus, the impression was given that while food was not in abundance, 

Nationalist Spain was so well organised that no one went without, 

unlike the unfair distribution and profiteering reported as being the 

norm in Republican territory. Father Ardagh and other writers in 

both the Tablet and Zealandia eulogised the work of the "Auxilio 

Regular", a social organisation established by the Burgos Government 

to co-ordinate relief work. 

Another aspect of Nationalist Spain that was often contrasted 

with Republican Spain was the treatment of prisoners and of captured 

areas. Father Ardagh's account summed up the basic points in the 

Catholic view of Franco's justice: 

The prisoners from the Reds are divided into three classes 
(1) Those forced by the Reds to fight. Immediately forgiven 

many of them join the Nationalists. (2) Those who fought 
voluntarily but not guilty of any rotten crime. Put into 
concentration camps; used in working gangs, repairing 
bridges etc. and cleaning up the wreckage of the Reds. (3) 
Those guilty of great crimes. If proved they pay the 
penalty. Re No 2 good behaviour will get reprieve and many 
join Franco.112 

This was, 

Republican 

of course, markedly different from the picture of 

Spain, where, besides the atrocities against Catholics and 

suspected Nationalist supporters, there were also disputes between 

rival groups, denouncements and summary executions. 113 

The image of the war as a "national" rebellion of the Spanish 

Catholic spirit against Moscow's "degrading soulless thought and its 

poli tical sla very over the people of Spain" ,114 and the 

mythologising of the war in terms of Spain's history of Catholic 

defiance of Islam, was somewhat marred by Franco's use of Moorish 

troops and the fact that Catholic Basques were among the Republican 

forces. One method of dealing with these potentially embarassing 
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flaws in the Catholic argument appears to have been to ignore them. 

There was very little mention of either the Moors or the Basques in 

Zealandia. The Tablet, however, did confront the issues, although 

there were no articles, as such, devoted to the question of the 

Moors. 

Catholic justifications of Franco's use of Moorish troops 

displayed considerable ingenuity, as well as avoidance of some of the 

main points at issue. Nowhere were allegations of the ferocity and 

cruelty of the Moors discussed or even mentioned. Nor was the 

suggestion that Spaniards might not welcome the idea of having their 

once-hated oppressors invited back on to Spanish soil to kill fellow 

Spaniards, Communist or not. Instead, those who criticised Franco 

for calling in the Moors were accused of "colour prejudice". One 

correspondent to Truth indicated that the major issue in the use of 

the Moors was that they were ftnatives", rather than foreign troops, 

when he asserted that "Moors are certainly not of the black race, but 

are white although tanned by the burning sun and sands".11S 

Catholics also argued that the Moors, at least, shared with 

Nationalist troops a conception of God: "The Moors are Moslems, 

yes. But Moslems are believers in God. They are better than the 

atheist mob that with hellish fury destroys every emblem of 

Christianity."116 The most common justification used was the 

precedent set by Britain and France in World War One in using Indian 

and Senegalese troops respectively: 

What was the religion of these Indians? They were Hindoos 
and Moslems. What was their colour? Black. But they were 
British subjects from British India. So the Moors are 
Spanish subjects from Spanish Morocco. If it be right for 
England to make use of Moslems from India or the Western 
Front against Germany, why is it wrong for Spanish leaders 
to make use of Moslems from Spanish Morocco in the service 
of Spain? Even if a man disagrees with the cause, he must 
admit that the principle is as valid for Spain as for 
England. I am merely asking for reason rather than 
prejudice.117 
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A slightly different version of this argument was used by a 

speaker in a debate at Victoria University, on the subject, "That 

this house lends its support to General Franco and his cause", The 

speaker cited New 

equivalent use 

employment of the 

heat of debate, 

Zealand's participation in the Boer War as an 

of "foreign" troops and as a "precedent" for 

Moors in Spain. 118 Possibly conceived in the 

this particular justification would hardly have 

appealed to the many New Zealanders who considered themselves as 

Britons and their country as an integral part of the British Empire. 

The problem of the Basques fighting for the Republic was an even 

greater flaw in the myth of Catholic Spain throwing off the yoke of 

Communism. Again, it was the Tablet that contained more discussion 

of the problem, including the text of a letter from the Primate of 

Spain, Cardinal Goma, to the Basque President, Jose Aguirre, begging 

him to break his alliance with the Government and join 

Franco. 119 The Catholic explanation for the "tragic error" of 

the Basques120 was perhaps best articulated in an editorial in 

the Tablet in April 1937: 

The position of the Basques is one of the most interesting 
features of the Spanish conflict, and from the viewpoint of 
Catholics one of the most tragic; it is used freely by the 
opponents of the Church as proof that Catholics are fighting 
on both sides thus removing the civil war beyond the scope 
of a religious struggle. The Basques, however are not 
fighting unitedly on either side. There are 20,000 of them 
fighting with Franco because only two provinces of 
Vascongada ever wanted autonomy very much ... Eliminate the 
autonomy for which some Basques are still fighting in Bilbao 
and Santander, and they would certainly fight against the 
anti-God programme of the Madrid government. 
Many of the Basques threw their weight behind the Madrid 
government not because they were supporters of Caballero's 
Bolshevism but because they were caught by their keenness 
for local rule and by the pledges of the government. To the 
Basque way of thinking the military movement which held the 
support of the Carlists and Phalangists, was not merely a 
movement directed against Communists but was directed also 
against the ardent aspirations for autonomy of the Basque 
country; and the defence of religion in this instance, 
seemed to them to be only a pretext invoked by the 
Nationalists to cloak political designs.112 
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The Basques had put their politics before their religion and, in 

the view of the Catholic press, would suffer for it, both spiritually 

and politically, for the Communists would not honour their 

agreement. It was emphasised that this desire for autonomy was the 

only reason that the Basques supported the Communists, and it did not 

imply in any way that the Basques supported atheist Communism. In 

the same editorial, the Tablet pointed out that, in Basque territory 

Catholics were not persecuted and religious worship went on as usual. 

There was a great deal of excitement in the pages of Zealandia, 

although not in the Tablet, about the Basque refugee children in 

England. Zealandia saw the children as being used as a "Red" 

propaganda weapon. This appeared to be proved by the alleged 

discovery, by a Nationalist Salvage Squad in Bilbao, of a secret 

propaganda report detailing methods to be used by Spanish and English 

Communist propagandists to stir up support in Britain for the 

Republicans. What angered the Catholic press most about this, was 

the purported attempt to show British Catholic Archbishop, Arthur 

Hinsley, as supporting the Basque separatist movement, when his 

agreement to work with the English National Joint Committee on Spain 

was merely because the Basque children were in need of both physical 

and spiritual care. 122 While the Catholic press objected to what 

it saw as the manipulative use of the Basque children for Communist 

propaganda purposes, it, in fact, did the same thing. In October 

1937, there were several items in Zea1andia describing the 

"lawlessness" and hooligan behaviour of those Basque children who had 

claimed not to be Catholic. In one reported incident, "Camarthen 

villagers were terrorised by children with knives, and the police 

were called in".123 This misbehaviour was ascribed to the 
pernicious influence of the Communists and Anarchists, under whose 

sway the children had been in Spain. 

Besides the embarassing issues of the Moors and the Basques, 

there was another aspect of the civil war to which the Catholic press 

paid little 

the war it 

attention, because it also did not fit with the ,image of 

had created. The whole vexed question of Italian and 
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German intervention on behalf of Franco received very little mention 

in the pages of either the Tablet or Zealandia. The issue, was, 

again, seen as exaggerated by Leftists to arouse anti-Nationalist 

feelings, and, also, to blacken the Church by claiming that it 

supported Fascism. However, German and Italian intervention could 

not be ignored completely. The usual argument was that the extent of 

Italian and German intervention had been grossly exaggerated by "Red" 

propagandists. This claim was necessary in order to uphold the image 

of the Nationalist rebellion as a "national" movement, "of Spain and 

for Spain", fostered both by Nationalist propagandists and by the 

Catholic press. Thus, Father Ardagh said: 

Different people tell us there are really no foreigners on 
Franco's side; about 2000 Italians at the front, far less 
than that of Germans who are only technical advisers. 
And Spain does not want outsiders. It is her war, defending 
her home and religion ... Spain is going~ be for Spain -
no foreign domination here.124 

Of all the excuses made about Italian and German intervention, an 

item in Zealandia contained the most remarkable: 

The general public is unaware of the fact that when German 
and Italian airplanes are spoken of in the Spanish war, the 
reference is to the make of the machine and not to the 
nationality of the pilots.125 

The minimal amount of German and Italian intervention that was 

acknowledged was generally justified by the argument that it was 

necessary to counteract the massive aid given to the Government by 

the Russians, 

Brigades. 126 
and the fighting strength of the International 

Readers of 
entitled "Franco, Germany, 

the Tablet, 
Italy: 

encountering 
A Query for 

the article 
Near Left 

Sympathisers", might have expected to find a discussion of the 

involvement of foreign troops. Instead, the article dealt mainly 

with Franco's restructuring of the economy in order to keep foreign 

debts at a minimum level; wheat went to Germany and olive oil to 

Italy, in exchange for war materials, but that was a fair exchange, 

for where would these countries have been if these important sources 
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had been cut off by the "Reds"? The article ended by emphasising the 

indebtedness of Italy and Germany to Franco, in contrast to Leftist 

arguments that Franco was under the sway of Mussolini and Hitler: 

The French Popular Front came into being on the wave of 
Leftist enthusiasm engendered by the Popular Front victory 
in Spain. Had Largo Caballero's dream of an Iberian Union 
of Soviets materialised France would have followed 
inevitably. Then both Germany and Italy would have been 
sandwiched between a Franco-Spanish Soviet block on one side 
and a Russian Soviet block on the other. In view of this, 
have Germany and Italy saved Spain, or has Spain saved Italy 
and Germany?127 

The concomittant to this argument was that Mussolini and Hitler had 

given aid to Franco only once they had become aware of the numbers of 

Russians and Frenchmen fighting on the side of the Government and 

because they, too, were aware of the "Red menace" in Spain. 128 

The minimising of foreign aid to Franco was accompanied by 

frequent references to the massive aid the Republicans were receiving 

from Russia; particularly in the way of war materials. This 

argument, of course, fulfilled two functions; it reinforced the idea 

that the people of Spain were on Franco's side and also contributed 

to the "Communist plot" theory. Naturally, if Russia had plotted to 

"Sovietise" Spain, the utmost support would be given to its puppets 

to ensure a Communist victory. 

According to Catholic sources, the Republican war effort was only 

kept going by the massive influx of International Brigade troops and 

Russian war materials. An alleged deserter from the International 

Brigades was quoted as saying "They have more arms than men to use 

them."129 The International Brigaders themselves were described 

variously 

moti ves, 

Spain in 
claimed 

as 

but 

an 
that 

"Europe's undesirables, although some had honest 

misguided ones",130 or "radicals who have flocked to 

attempt to win that nation for Communism" ,131 It was 
even the International Brigades had lost confidence in 

the Republican Government and its cause. The Tablet reported that "A 

continuous stream of deserters from the International Brigades calls 
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at the London office of our London contemporary, the 

Universe. 132 

Fascist and 

One 

who 

such deserter, who 

joined the Brigades 

had been told Franco was a 

to fight for his Church, 

described his disillusion and claimed that Spaniards did not want to 

fight for the Government: 

The only Spaniards now joining the army are young and quite 
unwilling conscripts. He has been one of an armed party 
with fixed bayonets sent to drag boys of 17 and 18 from 
their homes.133 

There was little discussion of the NIC in the Catholic press. 

Since the NIC could be seen to be operating mostly in the favour of 

Germany and Italy, and therefore, Franco, perhaps no comment was 

deemed necessary. Both the issue of German and Italian intervention, 

and that of the NIC, were treated merely as sidelines to the major 

issue of Communist plotting and intervention in Spain. Zealandia, in 

an editorial (one of only two major items on the NIC in the three 

years of the war), used recent events in the NIC as a starting point 

for a discussion of Communist plans for world domination. Russian 

protests at German and Italian intervention only came about, it said, 

because of Nationalist victories. Zealandia condemned the "priceless 

effrontery that unctuously upbraids the intervention of other States 

in the Spanish situation a situation which was engineered by 

Russia's own agents and in which Russia herself has been supplying 

military and financial aid to one of the combatant parties".134 

Zealandia also viewed the non-intervention agreement as a creation of 

the Russians for their own purposes, instigated by Moscow's puppet, 

Leon Blum, to draw attention away from Russian activities in 

Spain. 135 

There was also little discussion of Britain's role in the Spanish 

conflict; however, what little there was displayed some ambivalence 

towards Britain. In part, the ambivalence may be explained by the 

New Zealand Catholic press' use of Nationalist propaganda; for 

instance, in the rather sullen references to British precedents in 

the use of foreign troops and questionable methods of 
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warfare. 136 Some New Zealand Catholics shared Franco's 

resentment that Britain had not gone to Franco's aid. In letters to 

daily newspapers there was criticism of Britain for what Catholics 

saw as its refusal 

accused Britain of 

Pro-Italian sentiment 

to grant Franco beligerent rights,137 and some 

aiding the Republicans by default. 138 

among New Zealand Catholics may have also 

accounted for ambivalence towards British policy. G.F. Seward, one 

of the more prolific correspondents to The Press in defence of the 

Catholic view of the Spanish Civil War, exemplified this attitude: 

we Britons, so far as our press represents us, have been 
taking a priggish, hypocritical and unjust attitude towards 
Italy. British foreign policy has certainly not been more 
consistent, trustworthy, and straightforward than Italian 

Great Britain has adopted a highly moral attitude to 
hide a good deal of secret manoeuvring for her own ends ... 
Britain does not want a speedy decision in Spain. She wants 
a compromise, to keep Spain weak and divided. Italy, for 
her own ends and for the good of Europe and Christian 
civilisation wants to see Franco victorious, and says so 
plainly.139 

Reverend J.A. Higgins blamed England and France for 

indifference of Spanish Catholics, which had allowed the growth 

Communism in Spain. England and France, he said, were regarded 

the progressive nations of Europe, because of the development 

the 

of 

as 

of 

capitalism in those two countries; Spain was regarded as backward. 

When Spain tried to emulate France and England, it was then that the 

social abuses began that led to the acceptance of the teachings of 

Communism by some Spaniards: 

the Spanish capitalists did not learn usury from the 
Catholic Church but from the example of nations held up as 
an example to the world ... from the new found friend of 
France and England [Russia] came Communism, and its 
attendant horrors, to Spain ... A very plain truth is that 
Spaniards were debauched from the orbit of Catholic 
influence by the wealth offered by the capitalist 
nations. 140 

Conversely, at least one Catholic argued that anyone who supported 

the Spanish Government was a Communist and, therefore, disloyal to 
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Britain,141 and the Catholic press complained that the Labour 

Government's policy was disloyal to Britain. 142 

Catholic interests undoubtedly took precedence over those of 

Empire. There was little mention of Spain's strategic value to 

Britain, although Bishop Liston had said in his article at the 

beginning of the war that '\Jere the re bels to triumph, aided by Italy 

and Germany [England's] interests in the Mediterranean would be 

threatened". 143 Once the Church had allied itself with Franco's 

cause, there was no longer 

national character of the 

Spain should be free of 

reassurance enough for 

talk of "rebels", and the emphasis on the 

rebellion and Franco's determination that 

foreign domination possibly counted as 

those who were \"orried about the 

Mediterranean. The Tablet did print one item that quoted Franco's 

denial that a "Latin bloc" - Spain, Portugal, Italy - would dominate 

the Mediterranean. 

"But does England prefer the ports of Spain to become 
Russian ports?" said General Franco. "We Latins are 
renewing our ties of friendship that bind us together 
economically and culturally ... How can such a rapprochement 
be held to threaten anyone? ... We Spaniards have always 
regarded a good understanding with England as the first 
article of our political programme."144 

Readers of Zealandia during the period of the war might have 

gained the impression that, while the Catholic press was agitated 

about the issue, New Zealand Catholics were not. There was little 

indication in Zealandia's pages of any activity by Catholics in New 

Zealand about the civil war. However, the Tablet, with its more 

comprehensive coverage of diocesan news, gave a clearer picture. 

There were days of prayer for Spain "in reparation to our Divine Lord 

in the Blessed Sacrament for the sacrileges suffered by His 

Church",102 and novenas said for Spain. In January 1937 an 

appeal by the Bishop of Wellington, Thomas O'Shea, for money to 

assist in the rebuilding of schools, churches and convents in Spain, 

was read in all Wellington churches. This raised £1,011.10.0. 145 

Another appeal in the Dunedin diocese in August 1937 raised a total 

of £ 458 . 6 . 8 . 
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An indication that the issue was alive in the minds of Catholics 

was also given in reports of Catholic debating societies using 

various aspects of the civil war as topics for debates, for example, 

"That Britain 

Spain",146 

should 
Holy Name 

be prepared to support the insurgents in 
Societies and Catholic Students' Guilds were 

recipients of lectures on the subject of the war. One of the most 

interesting must have been the one given to the Wellington Students 

Guild by Phillip Cross, who fought for General Franco for 8 months in 

Spain ,147 Surprisingly, this was the only mention in either 

paper of a New Zealander whose personal involvement in the war must 

have been of great interest to Catholics. 

It sometimes appeared that the editor of Zealandia was more 

concerned with attitudes overseas than in New Zealand - based in a 

city in which operated one of the most active branches of the Spanish 

Medical Aid Committee, Zealandia did not have one editorial dealing 

with the activities of the SMAC. But i~ one respect Zealandia's 

editorials gave a very clear exposition of an element in the New 

Zealand Catholic response. This was perhaps a response that came 

initially more from the hierarchy than the laity, concerned as it was 

with the lesson of the civil war for Catholics. In three editorials 

at the beginning of the war, Zealandia compared the fanatical 

dedication of the Communists with the "nominal Catholicism" of the 

Catholic people of Spain. While this argument that the people of 

Spain had failed in their obligations to their faith was a part of 

the Catholic press' defence of the role of the Church in the Spanish 

Civil War, it was also the basis for a call to Catholic Action in New 

Zealand. Catholic Action was just beginning in New Zealand at this 

time, and the Spanish Civil War was the perfect image upon which to 

draw to convince Catholics of the need for "unity in action", as 

Zealandia called it, in an editorial in September 1936. Instead of 

many church societies, all acting in their own areas without 

co-ordinating with each other: 

would it not be wiser that we profit by the experience of 
Spain and, as our Church develops here direct all our 
activities in such a manner as to preserve unity in action 
as well as faith?148 
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Catholics must be militant in their faith and have a deep inner 

commitment to it, in order to combat successfully the enemies of the 

Church: 

No Catholic can properly stand aside from the battle that is 
now being waged throughout the world between the Kingdom of 
Christ and the powers of darkness. As events have shown, 
the greatest danger to the Church is in the false sense of 
security that presumes one's local community to be immune 
from peril.149 

Although both publications identified the peril in New Zealand aE 

Communism, especially in view of the attempt by the New Zealanc 

Communist party to affiliate with the Labour Party in 1937, the 

Tablet did more than Zealandia to relate the potential threat in New 

Zealand to the present danger facing the Church in Spain. Unlike 

Zealandia, the Tablet launched editorial attacks on the SMAC from its 

very beginnings in Dunedin, with three editorials on the subject. 

After the inaugural meeting of the Dunedin SMAC in November 1936, the 

Tablet expressed its dismay that "various societies of a social, 

medical and 

the Spanish 

Ambulance had 

religious character 

Reds",lSO for a 

have been ensnared into support of 

representative of the St John 

The leaders of the movement were been at the meeting. 

condemned as: 

The intelligentsia of the Left - those smart intellectuals 
who become Communists not because they have any sympathy 
with the oppressed poor but because it's jolly to wear a red 
tie and cultivate a radical outlook. lSI 

The voice of 

SMAC. The Bishop 

the involvement of 

the Catholic hierarchy was also raised against the 

of Christchurch, Matthew Brodie, protested about 

the St John Ambulance Association, at a public 

meeting to organise a SMAC branch in Christchurch. Bishop Brodie 

objected to the involvement of the St John's Ambulance and the Red 

Cross on the grounds that the SMAC was a partisan organisation, 

supporting a Government in Spain that was "simply a disgrace to 
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civilisation marching over democracy and over the religious 

liberties of a nation".lS2 

Bishop Brodie's protest aroused a flurry of controversy in the 

correspondence columns of both The Press and the Otago Daily Times. 

Letters to both newspapers placed most emphasis on the traditionally 

neutral stand of the Red Cross and St John's Amublance and protested 

about their 

sympathies .153 

association 

The SMAC, 

with a group that had 

said one writer, was a prime example of 

the Popular Front tactic of "tranquillising minds and attracting 

large numbers of the non-Communist masses into a united 

movement".154 Local pro-Republican activities were regarded as 

another facet of Communism's plan for world domination, which had 

caused the war in Spain: 

Let not the 
Communists. 
which they 
here is just 

New Zealand workers or public be fooled by the 
They talk of a "Popular Front" by means of 

hope to get into the Labour Party and their aim 
the same as it is in Spain. ISS 

The controversy about the SMAC also provided the Tablet with an 

opportunity to attack the supposed anti-Catholicism of the Protestant 

Churches in New Zealand. The Tablet congratulated Bishop Brodie on 

his "courageous" stand and added: "We regret that the leaders of 

thought in other sections of the Christian community are noticeably 

lacking in similar courage.,,156 The Tablet poured scorn on the 

"anti-Fascism" of Protestant ministers who supported the Government 

of Spain, implying that this was merely a cloak for anti-Catholicism: 

Heads of Protestant Churches too, are associating themselves 
in this move to help along the Communist cause of law and 
order in Spain they see - or think they see - in this 
effort an opportunity of striking a blow, however feeble, at 
the big bad wolf of Fascism, which they quite erroneously 
associate with the Catholic Church. 157 

None of the Protestant Churches in New Zealand gave official 

endorsement to the SMAC; thus, the Catholic view of Protestant 

involvement said more about Catholic fears at the time than it did 

about the attitudes of Protestantism. 
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Related to the Tablet's response to the SMAC, and a significant 

part of the specifically New Zealand Catholic response, was the 

Church's attitude to the stance of the Labour Party, and Government, 

towards the war. The relationship between the Catholic Church and 

the Labour Party in this period was somewhat ambivalent, at least ont 

the part of the Church. The attitude of the Universal Church towards 

Socialism was very clear - Catholics were to have no association with 

Socialism at all. Yet, in New Zealand, many Catholics, especially 

Catholic workers, had voted for the Labour Party, despite the 

obviously Socialist tendencies of some of the party's policies. In 

addition, some Labour MPs, including the Prime Minister himself, were 

Catholics, albeit lapsed. Father Simmons has noted the "unlikely 

friendship" between the Bishop of Auckland, James Liston, and Michael 

Savage .158 However, the hierarchy did have some hesitations 

about aspects of Labour's programme. 

The issue of the Spanish Civil War could only increase the unease 

of the Church. What angered Catholics the most was the fact that 

some Labour MPs openly supported the SMAC, which was sending medical 

aid funds to the Government of Spain. Catholic letters to the Otago 

Daily Times objected to the involvement with the SMAC of Dunedin 

Labour MPs; Dr D.G. McMilland and Peter Nielsen, and of Dunedin 

Mayor, Reverend E.T. Cox, and Councillor Mark Silverstone. There 

were demands that these gentlemen state whether they were Communists 

or not,159 and complaints that £5 of ratepayers' money had been 

given by the City Council to the SMAC fund. 160 Some voiced 

doubts that the medical aid unit would ever be sent and questioned 

the eventual use of funds raised; the implication was, of course, 

that the monies would go to the Communist Party.16l One 

correspondent suggested that Dr McMillan should lead the proposed 

medical unit and "take some of his colleagues with him", presumably 

with reference to the Labour Government. 162 

The 

benefit 

Tablet, 

of the 

at first, was inclined to give the Labour Party the 

doubt. In its third editorial on the SMAC, entitled 

"Dunedin-Spain-Moscow", it criticised Dr McMillan, who was President 
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of the SMAC, for his statements about the purpose of the SMAC, but 

conceded that he might be unaware of the real facts of the situation 

in Spain. The editorial went on to say: 

The Dunedin organisers of Spanish relief have, perhaps 
unwittingly, identified the Labour Party with a combination 
of forces the Spanish government which embrace 
everything repulsive to Catholics.163 

It concluded with the solemn warning that: 

[the organisers of Spanish relief] have introduced factors 
which are liable to be mentally pigeonholed for guidance 
when sane and thoughtful administrators are needed in 
municipal and general politics in the future.164 

Subtle references to the loss of Catholic electoral support were 

evident in the Catholic press' discussion of the Labour Government's 

policy. Later in the war suggestions that Labour MPs had been misled 

by "Red" propaganda would be replaced by claims that the Labour Party 

was infiltrated by Communists. Again, over the issue of Labour MPs 

support for the SMAC, Zealandia asked if there were two voices in the 

party, the official voice supporting British policy and that of MPs 

who were "personally, actively and publicly supporting" the SMAC: 

Does that indicate that the party is not only tainted with 
Communism, but is compromising with it? The plain facts of 
actual events are there to lead the public mind to form its 
own conclusions of the matter.165 

Two months later Zealandia answered its own question in response to 

an article in the Auckland Star by Labour MP; E.J. Howard supporting 

the pro-Republican interpretation of the war. (This article was 

answered by an unnamed contributor to Zealandia who gave the standard 

Catholic analysis of the issues of the war. 166 ) Editorially, 

Zealandia accused those members of the Labour Party who supported the 

Republic of having Communist sympathies; after all had not Mr Nash 

been to Russia? Zealandia suggested that the Labour Government had 

to appear to support the Spanish Reds: 
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to placate the Reds in the ranks of the Labour Party, but 
how far are red tendencies allowed to colour the public 
statements of Labour Party M.P.'s ... the intelligence and 
integrity of the party is at stake ... 167 

warned that "the intelligence of the electorate is not 

dulled".168 

There was surprisingly little comment on the stance taken by the 

New Zealand High Commissioner, W. Jordan, at the League of Nations, 

an obvious target for opponents of the Government. The Tablet merely 

suggested that, while it was obvious that Mr Jordan had been taken in 

by Red propaganda about Italian "piracy" in the Mediterranean, it was 

curious that his humanitarian concern did not extend to the Catholics 

murdered by the "Reds" in Spain: 

It seems to us that the League has little chance of success 
when it has delegates as unbalanced as Mr Jordan, discussing 
international affairs in a spirit of violent 
partisanship.169 

Only on one occasion did editorial attitudes in the Catholic 

press coincide with that of Labour's political opponents; namely, 

that the Labour Government, in its stance on the war, was out of step 

with Britain and was betraying the leader of the Commonwealth and the 

Commonwealth itself. In an editorial on radio broadcasts by one of 

the three nurses sent to Spain by the SMAC, Zealandia said: 

It is one thing to crusade and denounce in Hyde Park: it is 
quite another thing to use a government censored radio 
service in support of a European movement which in its 
inseparable extensions holds grave political possibilities 
for the empire. It is a movement to which the British Prime 
Minister has, in the face of violent criticism, refused to 
commit his country. The New Zealand government broadcasting 
authorities cannot possibly be unaware of this. Why then 
are the implications ignored? That is a question of more 
than passing concern to the citizens of the Dominion ... 170 

Catholic Pro-Francoist letters to the newspapers also made this 

point. 171 However, the claim of disloyalty was not made on 
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entirely the same grounds as "Non-Interventionist" charges. Catholic 

pro-Francoists displayed little of the concern for the unity of the 

Empire 

policy 

thought. 

and the confidence in motives and methods of British foreign 

that was so strong a feature of "Non-Interventionist" 

Dislike of Communism was common to both, of course, but the 

use of this particular argument by Catholics was rather less sincere 

in its Imperialism, given their equivocal response to Britain's role 

in the crisis. 

Some Catholics felt so strongly about the attitudes of the Labour 

Party MPs that a public 

Catholic members of the 

"prominent member of the 

meeting was organised at Upper Hutt by 

party to protest at a lecture given by a 

same party".172 The Tablet printed the 

text of the address given at this meeting. Like the answer to E.J. 

Howard published in Zealandia, it gave a Catholic interpretation of 

the issues, repeating most of the claims made by the Catholic press. 

It contained no reference to the Labour Party or to the Catholic 

response to its policy. However, a letter to the editor of the 

Tablet congratulating the organisers of the meeting perhaps summed up 

the attitudes of these Catholics. 

Now what is the foreign policy of the Labour Government. 
Democracy? Indeed, members prefer the name of Socialist to 
that of Communist, but where and when have any of them 
denounced the fiendish work of COMMUNISM? ... unless the 
present Government plainly declares a settled reversed 
foreign policy it cannot expect any Catholic support in 
November. 
Mr Jordan's attitudes at Geneva have been criticised all 
round, except by the Rationalists and we all know what they 
are ... Workers wake up, open your eyes!173 

A few Catholic Labour voters also wrote to the Labour Party 

newspaper, the Standard, complaining of Labour and Trades Union 

support for the Republicans. One said: 

I think it is necessary to advise the Labour Party in New 
Zealand that an overwhelming majority of Catholics are 
Labour Supporters, and if they are to remain so, the members 
of the party would be well advised to make sure of their 
facts before terming a herd comparable to the supporters of 
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Barbarossa a movement for social reform and the good of the 
people.174 

There appears to have been little other protest by Catholics within 

the Labour Party, or attempts to change Labour's attitude towards the 

war in Spain. Nevertheless, Catholic complaints to the Standard were 

undoubtedly part of the reason the paper closed its correspondence 

columns to discussion of the war. 175 

There was not much attempt to convert any other New Zealanders to 

Franco's cause. The main method of promoting pro-Francoism outside 

the Church appears to have peen through the medium of the daily and 

weekly press. There were frequent claims in the Catholic press and 

in Catholic 

displaying an 

letters to newspapers that 

anti-Franco and, therefore, 

the secular press was 

anti-Catholic bias. 176 

Catholics wrote letters to ne\vspaper editors, not only in answer to 

pro-Republican letters, but also in complaint about editorials on the 

subject of the war. In the view of Catholics, the New Zealand press 

and its overseas sources were either biased in favour of the "Reds tt
, 

or the dupes of a massive and unscrupulous Communist propaganda 

campaign. In 1939, the Tablet printed two letters from G.F. Seward, 

of Christchurch, complaining about his local papers' treatment of the 

Spanish Civil War: 

It seems that both the Christchurch daily papers continue to 
publish news items, articles and editorial comments about 
Spain, which I and many others believe to be absolutely 
false, and both papers refuse me (and presumably anyone 
else) the right to criticise them on the subject.177 

Since Seward's lengthy expositions of the pro-Francoist position 

appeared frequently in The Press, at least, one can only consider 

that the basis of his complaint was that the newspapers refused to 

alter their views to suit his. Much of this Catholic protest in the 

newspapers centred on news about, and editorials discussing, foreign 

involvement in the war, as well as Franco's methods of warfare. 

Catholics also complained about the use of the terms "loyalist" and 

lire bel" , since in their vie 1,,,,, Franco's forces were the true loyalists 
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and "misapplication" of the terms only perpetuated "misinformation" 

about the war. 

An interesting example of pro-Francoist objections to press bias 

was the controversy between Auckland University's student newspaper, 

Craccum, and its Wellington counterpart, Salient. The latter was the 

most pro-Republican of all four student newspapers and, in 1937, 

produced a "Spanish number", which included an interview with 

returned International Brigader Tom Spiller, an editorial on the war 

and sundry other articles with a pro-Republican bias ,178 

Craccum, on the other hand, demonstrated a subtly pro-Francoist bias 

and, in general, as one of its critics complained, conducted Ita 

systematic campaign against anything that can be regarded as faintly 

liberal", 

"confusion 

achieved by 

of comment 

reporting techniques that utilised the 

unsupported comment with fact".179 

Craccum objected to Salient's "Spanish number" with an editorial 

entitled "Subversive Propaganda", which condemned Salient for the 

publication of "the flagrant propaganda" of a "decided 

minority".180 Both the editorial and two letters in the same 

issue demonstrated a pro-Francoist version of the "Non­

Interventionist" view that the ideological issues of the war in Spain 

were no business of New Zealanders. One of Craccum's correspondents 

said: 

these two "isms" we have been hearing so much about 
lately have no particular interest for me, but, frankly, I 
am just a little puzzled why "Salient" should feature 
something that in my honest oplnlon has absolutely no 
interest for the majority of sane-minded readers.18l 

The other letter accused Salient of descending to the level of a 

"communistic" rag and emphasised the necessity for impartiality, and 

informed and intelligent comment, in a student newspaper. The 

correspondent's view of what was informed and intelligent appeared 

not to include anything of a Leftist nature.182 

The attitude of Craccum's editor and its correspondents differed 

from "Non-Interventionism", in that it was not a dismissal of the war 
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as irrelevant to New Zealanders, but a protest at pro-Republican 

propaganda, thinly disguised as a concern for the impartiality of 

student newspapers. One correspondent complained of Salient's 

"flagrant disregard for the facts" of the situation in Spain;183 

another, who had called for impartiality, presented a "dispassionate" 

survey of "the facts" about Spain that was in essence a pro-Francoist 

view of the war. Craccum's own claim of impartiality was made 

somewhat farcical by the inclusion, in the same issue, of an item 

recommending Arnold Lunn's Spanish Rehearsal in terms that could 

hardly be called unbiased: "An eminent English philosopher exposes 

the Communist plot in Spain.1!184 

Craccum's attitude was indicative of the defensive nature of 

pro-Francoism in New Zealand. Editorially, Craccum refrained from 

open comment in support of Franco, preferring to leave more overt 

bias to its always pseudonymous correspondents. Indeed, Craccum's 

editorial about Salient was a masterpiece of circumlocution, no doubt 

intended to reinforce the paper's claim that it had "no violent 

tendencies in any direction", but also intriguing in its avoidance of 

mentioning the specific issue that had caused the difference of 

opinion with Salient. In the same manner, the Catholic Church only 

propagandised for Franco in its own newspapers and did not take the 

issue to the New Zealand public, leaving "outside!1 promotion of 

Franco's cause to individual members of its flock, who frequently 

responded to alternative views of the war with charges of 

anti-Catholicism. The sense gained from many Catholic pro-Francoist 

letters, that they were, in the words of one, "persistently opposing 

the popular view of the war" ,185 suggests that Catholic 

pro-Francoism had little appeal to non-Catholic New Zealanders. 

While the Catholic arguments that Spain was in danger of a 

Communist "take-over" obviously gained support from other sources, 

the image of the war as a crusade for Christianity or Catholicism, 

and of Franco and his army as perfect Christian crusaders, did not. 

Reports of the bombing of civilians by the Nationalist forces and the 

evidence of Italian and German involvement, despite Catholic denials, 
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militated against the adoption of a pro-Francoist view by 

non-Catholics. Most of the secular press revealed as much distaste 

for Franco and his allies as they did for the Republicans and theirs. 

Because Catholic archives were not available and Church histories 

do not discuss such matters, it is difficult to determine either the 

immediate impact, or any long-term effect of the Spanish Civil War 

upon the New Zealand Catholic Church. According to Father Simmons, 

the 1930s were a time of intellectual growth and vitality within the 

Church and this, perhaps, encouraged a greater interest in affairs 

outside the narrow New Zealand Church community. The threat to the 

faith, not only in Spain, but in other parts of Europe as well meant 

that Catholics had a particular interest in international affairs. 

The fact that they belonged to an international Church organisation, 

in any case, gave New Zealand Catholics a wider perspective on the 

outside world. On the other hand, the threat to the Church and the 

assumption that 

anti-Catholicism may 

Catholics and, thus, 

Zealand society. 

pro-Republican sentiment corresponded to 

have encouraged a "closing of ranks" among 

increased the insularity of the Church in New 

Atrocity stories and the image of an assault on the Church in 

Catholic Spain jolted the complacency of Catholics, or should have, 

according to the Catholic press. The Spanish Civil War was certainly 

used by the Church in New Zealand to illustrate the necessity for 

Catholic Action, a movement of apostolic and social action by lay 

people first begun in France in the 1920s. Although the overwhelming 

concern in the Catholic press was for the survival of the Church in 

Spain and the defeat of Communism there, it was concerned to bring 

the issue home to New Zealand Catholics. However, there is little 

evidence that New Zealand Catholics felt moved to choose between 

their political and religious allegiances, on the grounds of what was 

regarded as the Labour Government's support of Communism in Spain. 

Nevertheless, the central message for New Zealand Catholics about 

the war was "it could happen here": 
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It is unthinkable that the Spanish War of Deliverance should 
be brought to an end without a salutary effect on other 
countries including our own the defeat of Spanish 
Communism is a warning especially to Catholics of this 
country: a solemn reminder of their duty not only of 
combatting a system which brought chaos to Spain, but of 
working in season and out of season to remove the causes 
upon which the success of Communism depends.186 
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Pro-Republican opinions in New Zealand were more broadly based 

than pro-Francoist sentiments. Individuals, organisations and 

publications with varying political and social views supported the 

Government of Spain. But, if anyone organisation was in the 

vanguard of the pro-Republican movement, encouraging and attempting 

to dominate and co-ordinate pro-Republican feeling in New Zealand, it 

was the Communist Party. 

For Communists, as much as Catholics, the war in Spain became a 

holy war, a crusade against the forces of evil, in this case, 

Fascism. In Communist propaganda, Spain became a paradigm: the 

Republican Government represented democracy everywhere; the attack 

upon it by Franco and his Italian and German allies was the very 

embodiment of Fascist aggression and of the Fascist plan to destroy 

democracy everywhere. 

The defence of democracy by a party not noted for its own 

preference for the methods of parliamentary democracy was part of the 

Communist Party's campaign for a United or Popular Front1 against 

Fascism, in which the Spanish Civil War and the concern it aroused 

played a major part. The Seventh World Congress of the Communist 

International (Comintern), held in July and August 1935, had adopted 

the policy of the Popular Front and Collective Security. Instead of 

eschewing contact with, and even working against, other Left groups -

Socialists, social-democrats, Fabians, Syndicalists and such like -

Communists were to work with all other social-democratic 

working-class and middle-class groups against Fascism. The 

preservation of bourgeois parliamentary democracy from Fascism was 
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promoted as a necessary preliminary to the establishment of 

"proletarian 

recognition 

especially 

democracy". Behind the United Front policy, was a 

threat to the Soviet Union posed by Fascism, 

Germany, and of the need for an alliance with 

of the 

Hitler's 

bourgeois democratic countries against Fascism. 2 

The nature of the war in Spain made it an ideal issue with which 

to form the basis of a United Front policy that would continue once 

the war had been won for democracy, and that could be carried over 

into other 

Spain was, 

policy and 

issues even while the war was in progress. The war in 

at one and the same time, a focus for the United Front 

an example of the necessity for such a coalition of 

"progressive" groups. The Popular Front Government of Spain and its 

army were depicted as the epitome of the United Front, fighting to 

save not only their own, but world democracy from Fascism. 

There were, however, some contradictions in Communist propaganda 

about the war that revealed the "hidden agenda" of the United Front 

policy; that is, the protection of Soviet Russia and the ultimate aim 

of proletarian revolution. Despite the promotion of the United 

Front, there were attacks on other groups, inside Spain and 

elsewhere, for "Trotskyism", "sectarianism", or failure to follow the 

Communist Party in creating the United Front. The Communist Party 

was promoted as the most anti-Fascist, and the most pro-Republican 

organisation in the United Front. 

There are few sources available that illuminate the inner 

workings of the Communist Party in New Zealand. Only a small number 

of Communist Party records are available to the researcher. An 

important collection of the records of the Christchurch branch of the 

Communist Party is held in the Canterbury University Library. 

Unfortunately, at the time this study was undertaken, some 

significant 

be found. 3 
items in this collection had been misplaced and could not 

The McAra Papers at Auckland University Library also 

contain some Communist Party material. 4 Neither collection 

contains any evidence of directives to the New Zealand Party from its 
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overseas governing body, the Comintern, although, obviously, an 

international and highly centralised organisation like the Communist 

Party would have received a good deal of its direction from this 

source. There is also little record of directives from the central 

party apparatus in New Zealand to its various sections regarding 

pro-Republican activity. Therefore, most of the evidence of the 

Communist Party's attitude towards the war in Spain and its use of 

the issue to create a United Front has been taken from its published 

propaganda. 

The main source of Communist pro-Republican propaganda was the 

Party's newspaper, the Workers Weekly, which gave a clear indication 

of the news and views received from overseas sources, and of the 

application of the Communist view of the war to the New Zealand 

scene. Like the Catholic newspapers, the Workers Weekly received a 

good deal of its articles and items on the war in Spain from overseas 

sources. The paper relied heavily upon material from International 

Press Correspondence (Imprecor), the official organ of the Comin~ern, 

and from English Communist publications, such as the Daily Worker. 

The Weekly also published articles and items from Izvestia, the 

official Soviet newspaper. Such "received" news included articles by 

Communist reporters in Spain, including Hugh Slater and Claud 

Cockburn (writing under the pseudonum of Frank Pitcairn). One of the 

most important articles about the Spanish Civil War, in terms of its 

expression of the Communist stance, was by Georgi Dimitrov, head of 

the Comintern. Entitled "Two Years Heroic Struggle of the Spanish 

People", it was published in the Weekly in five parts between 9 

September and 7 October 1938. 5 

Communist propaganda also appeared in the Grey River Argus, a 

published on the West Coast of New Zealand, 

stronghold. The Argus was not an official 

Party, although many prominent Labour MPs had 

Labour daily newspaper 

traditionally a Labour 

organ of the Labour 

been associated 

that might not 

with it; thus, it had more latitude to express views 

conform to the official Labour Party viewpoint. 

However, the Argus' editorial position on the war was one of cautious 
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pro-Republicanism, akin to the the Labour Party's attitude. 6 

"International Notes" by "Left Wing", a weekly column, on the other 

hand, presented 

consisted mainly 

a Communist view of the war. "International Notes" 

of news items and articles culled from other 

sources, mainly the Workers Weekly, but sometimes overseas Communist 

publications. Generally, material from the Weekly appeared a week 

later in the Argus. 

Woman Today was also a source of Communist propaganda on the 

Spanish Civil \~ar. The "progressive" women's magazine first began 

publication in April 1937, dedicated to the ideals of "peace, freedom 

and progress" and "the advancement of women in all spheres of 

thought".7 Its editorial committee comprised women holding a 

variety of Left and Left-liberal philosophies. Many were active in 

other "progressive" or "feminist" organisations - the Howard League 

for Penal Reform, the Women's Co-operative Guilds, the National 

Council of Women, the International League for Peace and Freedom, the 

Workers Educational Association (WEA), the Left Book Club and the No 

More War Movement. S 

The Communist 

undoubtedly formed 

Front. Mrs Elsie 

Party was also represented, for Woman Today 

part of the Party's drive to create the United 

Freeman (now Elsie Locke) was prominent on the 

editorial committee. Mrs Freeman was a Party member and editor of 

the Workers Weekly's Women's Page. She had been editor of the 

Party's own short-lived women's magazine, Working Woman, published in 

1935 and 1936. Woman Today might be called Working Woman's successor 

under the Comintern's new dispensation. This is not to cast doubt 

upon Mrs Freeman's sincere belief in the principles for which Woman 

Today stood, nor to suggest that Woman Today was solely a Communist 

front organisation, for that was not the case. However, Mrs 

Freeman's involvement clearly denoted the Communist Party's interest 

in using Woman Today to promote the United Front. Although the 

magazine's editorial policy was claimed to be "non-sectarian, 

non-political and non-commercial",9 its papers were dominated by 

a Leftist tone. Its coverage of the Spanish Civil War generally 
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followed the Communist Party "line", although the themes were those 

that women could most easily relate to. Woman Today' s "feminist 

internationalism" was clearly another facet in the promotion of the 

United Front. \voman Today and tflnternational Notes" in the Argus 

provided more intermittent coverage of the war than the Workers 

Weekly, 

Naturally, in pursuit of the United Front, the Communist Party 

also promoted pro-Republicanism through its membership in other 

organisations Trades Unions, the Left Book Club, the Spanish 

Medical Aid Committee and other groups. While the Party's tactics in 

this area will be considered in discussion of its application of the 

United Front over Spain to the New Zealand scene, the influence of 

the Communist Party and its propaganda will be discussed, where it 

can be determined, in the chapters dealing with other pro-Republican 

groups .10 

Leo Sim, a founding member of the Communist Party of New Zealand, 

Comintern Congress in 1935. 11 His was a delegate at the Seventh 

election as General Secretary, 

adoption of the United Front 

in December 1935, signalled the 

policy. However, some prominent and 

influential members of the Central Committee did not agree with the 

policy, and it was not until the Party's annual conference in 

December 1936 that 

practice. 12 As the 

the United 

Party's main 

Front was 

tactic in 

fully adopted in 

the United Front 

policy was affiliation with the Labour Party, so its emphasis in 

terms of the pro-Republican movement was joint action with the Labour 

Party. It was possibly more than merely a happy coincidence that the 

Weekly's first story about the war, on 25 July 1936, appeared on the 

first page, together with news of the Central Committee's decision to 

apply for affiliation with the Labour Party.13 But the Party's 

previous "Social-Fascist" policy, which had caused it to urge voters 

in the 1935 elections either to vote against Labour or to invalidate 

their ballot papers, had left a legacy of distrust that was to prove 

a major difficulty in the forging of the United Front after 1936. 
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Most of the propaganda about the Spanish Civil War specifically 

aimed at New Zealanders appeared in the first six or seven months of 

the war and again in late 1938 and in 1939 in the war's dying 

stages. It was all, of course, designed to help create the United 

Front. The similarities between New Zealand's Government and the 

Popular Front Government of Spain were emphasised, as was the special 

part New Zealand could play in the international pro-Republican 

movement because of its Labour Government. Much of the propaganda 

was also aimed at Trades Unions, calling for them to demonstrate 

solidarity with the "workers' Government" of Spain and to influence 

the Labour Government's policy, The Workers Weekly also promoted the 

Spanish Medical Aid Committee in its pages and published news of 

other pro-Republican activities in New Zealand, designed not only to 

bolster the movement, but to demonstrate its broad United Front 

basis. 

Having 

appeal to 

Communist 

sketched the outlines of the Communist Party's specific 

New Zealanders, a survey will be made of general themes of 

propaganda about the Spanish Civil War, before detailed 

discussion of their specific application to the New Zealand scene. 

Generally, the Communist view of the nature of the war was that 

it was a war of Fascist invasion, aided by a small number of 

Spaniards, against the mass of the Spanish people. However, in the 

first month of the war, before the adoption of the more widely based 

appeal of "democracy versus Fascism", the war was depicted as a class 

war. The Weekly's first article on the war said that the Spanish 

workers 

plunged 

1936, 

Labour 

"world 

were fighting Fascist reaction and that Army officers had 

the country into civil war. 14 An editorial, on 8 August 

called the conflict "the greatest struggle between Capital and 

since the Russian Revolution", although it did also note that 

reaction" was terrified and was "plotting 

intervention".lS Of course, the notion of class war was always 

implicit in the Communist analysis of the war, since Fascism was 

regarded as "the hangman of big capital".16 The more narrow view 

of a war between Capital and Labour was possibly a hangover from the 

Party's previous "Social-Fascist" policy. 
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Some pro-Republican correspondents to the daily newspapers who 

either identified themselves, or can be identified, as Communists 

revealed more adherence to this former policy, which held that 

Fascism was the final stage of capitalism, preliminary to its final 

collapse and the victory of "proletarian democracy". One 

correspondent called Fascism "capitalism in delirium tremens"·17 , 

another, in The Press, in December 1936, argued that events in Spain 

provided a glaring example of the weakness of 

social-democracy. 18 A 

that workers were not 

but had been misled in 

tool of the exploiters to 

correspondent to the Grey River Argus said 

misled in supporting their fellows in Spain, 

having faith in democracy, which had been a 

keep the workers in submission. The war in 

Spain showed that democracy had outlived its usefulness to the 

exploiters. 19 Obviously, some among the rank-and-file of the 

Party had not yet adjusted to the United Front policy. 

Although the Weekly's reaction to the war was, from the first, to 

call for international solidarity behind the Government of Spain in 

the cause of peace and democracy, to begin with it did not present a 

totally complimentary picture of the Popular Front Government. Two 

articles by Paul Nizan, Spanish correspondent for L'Hurnanite, a 

French Communist newspaper, written before the rebellion, and 

criticising the Government of Spain, were published in the Weekly and 

in "International Notes" in August 1936. 

Nizan's first article stressed that the vacillations of the 

Government were creating unrest among the "masses of the people and 

that such hesitation created 

Government's uncertainty was 

composition, and Nizan was 

made to the Government by 

opportunities for reaction".20 The 

attributed to its bourgeois, liberal 

quick to point out that the concessions 

the "proletarian parties", and their 

defence of the Popular Front, must be repaid with immediate action on 

reforms. Nizan's next article continued his criticisms of the 

Government, this time focussing on the military.21 The army, 

navy, and airforce, he said, were hotbeds of reaction and Fascist 

plotting. Instead of the Government's slow weeding out of opposition 
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he urged the Spanish Communist Party's solution of immediate creation 

of a People's Army. 

Both articles had been written in early July 1936. It is 

possible that they only arrived in New Zealand after the war had 

begun. Their publication was perhaps designed to give readers more 

background to the situation in Spain and, of course, to show the 

foresight and commitment to reform of the Communist Party of Spain, 

but the articles certainly did not fit with the Weekly's later image 

of the Spanish Government as the perfect example of the United 

Front. They also demonstrated less than total support for the 

Popular Front Government from the Communist Party, in direct 

contradiction to the calls for solidarity about the cause of Spain. 

These initial uncertainties in the Communist stand on the war 

were few and were soon buried under the mass of material that 

revealed the conflict to be an archetypal battle between Fascism and 

democracy. 

exposure of 

By late August 1936, the Weekly had produced the first" 

Nazi aid for the Spanish Fascists. 22 German and 

Italian aid to the rebels was evidence of the Fascist plan to destroy 

democracy everywhere. 

Just as Catholics attributed the outbreak of the war to a 

Communist plot, so Communist propaganda promoted the idea that 

official circles in Germany and Italy had laid the groundwork for the 

rebellion long before July 1936. In January 1937, "International 

Notes tl provided readers with Imprecor's revelation of the Nazi plan 

to colonise Spain. 23 The information apparently came from a 

French newspaper L'Oeuvre. It told of Nazi plans to claim the most 

important of 

reconstruction 

Spanish minerals, 

after Franco had 

work, and, then, settlement in 

to involve German industry in 

won, including provision of first, 

Spain for unemployed Germans, and 

finally to place Spain on a total war footing once it had become a 

German vassal state. The article claimed that Phalange 

Espagnola24 groups were springing up in Germany and recruiting 

young men just out of military training, so that when Franco had won 



184 

Hitler could send these men in to strengthen the Spanish Fascists and 

complete the transformation of Spain into a German colony. 

In this Fascist conspiracy to dismember Spain, Germany played the 

leading role, according to Communist propaganda. This emphasis no 

doubt reflected the Soviet Union's and the Comintern's concern that 

Germany posed 

were published 

July 1938, an 

the greatest threat to Russia and to Communism. Items 

about German economic interests in Spain25 and, in 

article, headed "A Spanish Dossier How Hitler 

Organised 

from the 

the Rebellion in Spain", reported that documents seized 

German Landesgruppe office in Barcelona revealed the 

machinations of German policy in Spain: 

in every branch of public life - politics, army, industry 
and press there had been set up a full espionage 
organisation and there had been a concerted Hitler attempt 
to seize control.26 

The documents alleged to have been seized were not quoted. (It is 

interesting to note the similarities between this claim and the, pro 

Francoist allegations that documentary evidence of a Communist plot 

had been discovered by Nationalist troops.) 

Part One of Dimitrov's article also gave a clear enunciation of 

the "Fascist conspiracy" theory: 

German Fascism developed espionage and disruptive work 
in Spain on an extensive scale. During the existence of the 
Government of the Spanish reactionary Gil Robles, the German 
Fascists, with complete liberty, set up dozens of bases of 
the so-called "Landesgruppe" and established firm contacts 
with the Spanish army generals and systematically recruited 
their agents from among the officers.27 

Dimitrov stated that "Italian Fascism took no less active a part in 

preparing the rebellion",28 but the Italian role was presented as 

less one of initiating conspiracy, than of providing the wherewithal 

to put the conspiracy into action. Italian pre-war negotiations with 

Spanish generals were reported to have concerned the provision of men 

and equipment. 29 
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In general statements about the nature of the war, there was 

little attempt to differentiate between the two intervening powers. 

Both were Fascist, both aimed at territorial aggrandisement and the 

capture of Spanish resources. In fact, Italian aid to Franco in the 

form of men and equipment was far greater than that of Germany, but 

although there were more headlines in the Weekly concerning the 

numbers of Italian troops,30 the impression created by the paper 

was of massive intervention by both Fascist states. The numbers of 

Italian troops could be had from the daily newspapers as well; the 

Weekly's report of 30,000 stormtroopers in Spain was more fabrication 

than fact. 31 

The apparently indigenous nature of the rebellion in the first 

months of the war, which would seem to have belied the Communist 

assessment of the nature of the war, was explained by the Weekly in 

terms of that very Fascist plot. The Fascists naturally did not want 

to appear to have caused the rebellion; therefore, aid was covert to 

begin with. But they were overconfident; they had expected an early 

victory by their Spanish co-conspirators. Once it was clear that the 

rebels were faced with "the resolute resistance of the Spanish 

people", the Fascist powers hastened to secure their conquest by 

dispatching their own armed forces. 32 

The involvement of Spaniards in Franco's rebellion and 

particularly, in the actual fighting of the war was played down, in 

order to reinforce both the argument that the war was one of Fascist 

aggression, rather than a civil conflict, and the contention that 

Franco was opposed by the majority of Spaniards. The claim that the 

Spanish people were almost entirely supporting the Republican 

Government further "legitimised tl the Republican Government and its 

war effort in the eyes of the world. Franco's army was usually 

depicted as a cabal of reactionary Generals leading troops composed 

of foreign legionaires, Moors, Germans and Italians. In April 1937, 

the Weekly declared: 

The Spaniards on the insurgent side are negligible. drunken 
sots such as General de Llano, unprincipled adventurers such 
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as General Franco, these tools of international finance 
would have been off the field - nay, would never have been 
on it but for their foreign pay-masters. Moors from Africa 

paid with German gold regular troops from Italy and 
Germany, these are the foes the Spanish people have had to 
fight.33 

Unlike the Catholic newspapers, which made some attempt to discuss 

the political and organisational composition of the Republican 

forces, the Weekly made little effort to outline the various 

political groupings led by General Franco. A discussion of the 

political differences between the Carlists34 and the Falangists, 

for example, would not have contributed to the impression of a 

Fascist horde, and a mainly foreign one at that. 

The major role of foreign intervention was also emphasised in the 

atrocity stories carried by the Weekly. Communist propaganda about 

atrocities tended to focus on the bombing of cities and towns by 

German and Italian planes. There was a notable difference between 

the 

and 

atrocity 

Zealandia. 

propaganda in the Workers Weekly and that in the Tablet 

Catholic reports of atrocities dealt more with 

"personal" atrocities: the crucifixion of priests, the murder of 

nuns. The image of atrocity in Communist propaganda was the menacing 

impersonal bomber, wreaking death and destruction from the skies upon 

the civilian pqpulations of open towns. It is only to be expected 

that this was the focus for pro-Republican atrocity propaganda, for 

the bombings 

Spain. The 

incidents as 

were the greatest atrocities perpetrated on Republican 

horror of many people everywhere was aroused by such 

the bombing of Guernica and the shelling of 

Almeria. 35 In 

which civilians 

a sense, they were the image of modern warfare, in 

and non-military targets could be expected to suffer 

as much as the military. 

Communist propaganda made use of the fact that this image was 

what had indeed caught the horrified imagination of the world (in 

much the same way as one would expect the imagination of a devout 

Catholic to be most stirred by the image of cruelty to and defilement 

of nuns). It also added force to the Communist assessment of the 
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nature of the war. The nationality of the planes used revealed the 

real perpetrators of, and participants in, the war, as well as the 

ruthlessness and inhumanity of the Fascist war machine. Eyewitness 

accounts of bombings were common in the pages of the Weekly, as were 

headlines like I1How Fascism Makes War" and "Death from the 

Sky".36 The following description of the bombing of Guernica was 

typical of the emphasis of Communist atrocity stories: 

The system of attack was always the same. First they would 
machine gun the people, then they dropped explosive, and, 
finally, incendiary bombs. 
The planes flew very low, their machine guns rattled 
furiously, machine-gunning woods, fields and roadside 
ditches full of praying women, children and aged people.37 

The Weekly, in an editorial written about the bombing of Guernica, 

accused Anthony Eden of deliberately refusing to identify "Franco and 

his allies as the instigators of the dreadful massacre at Guernica" 

and went on to say: 

Instead, a subtle attempt is made to infer that both sides 
are guilty of outrages. This is to suggest that the Spanish 
people would be guilty of self-murder. It is not for 
nothing that German aeroplanes were used for the work of 
massacre. We do not believe that the most depraved Spanish 
Fascists, with the exception of a few Generals, could be 
found to do this dastardly deed.38 

And yet, despite this focus on the nature of Fascist aggression 

in atrocity stories, the Communists were also concerned to show the 

depravity of the Spanish rebels. This created a difficulty 

reconciling the 

Fascist troops, 

depraved Spanish 

"encourag[ing] 

publication of 

image of the rebel war effort as being fueled 

and opposed by most Spaniards, with the image 

Fascists murdering their fellow countrymen 

the violation 

comments by 

of "Marxist" 

Mr T.E. Taylor, 

women".39 

president of 

in 

by 

of 

and 

The 

the 

Anglo-American Press Association, gave some clue to the way in which 

the two somewhat contradictory propaganda lines were synthesised. 

Taylor claimed that the Spanish Fascists: "playa minor part in the 

battles properly so-called, but that they voluntarily take up the 
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duties of police and executioners behind the lines".40 However, 

this fitted somewhat uneasily with Communist claims that the number 

of Spaniards on the rebel side was "negligible". The desire to 

detail atrocities per se, to reveal the inhumanity of the war being 

waged on the Spanish people, and to paint the rebel side as black as 

possible was confused by the desire to apportion blame, and to 

underscore arguments about the nature of the war. 

Another kind of atrocity much discussed, and without hesitation 

attributed to Franco, was the rebels' treatment of priests and of 

Catholic Basques who were fighting for the Government forces. This 

reflected another aspect of Communist arguments about the essence of 

the war raging in Spain. Communist propaganda was at pains to point 

out the fallacy of the view that the war in Spain was based on 

religion, that Franco was fighting for Christianity against a tide of 

atheism initiated by the Communists. 41 

The place of the Basques in this particular area of Communist 

propaganda cannot be underestimated. The very fact of their presence 

among the forces of the Government undermined Catholic arguments 

about the anti-religious features of the Republican regime. The 

Weekly printed a photograph of troops receiving mass before battle, 

with the caption "Church and People United in Defence of Democracy: 

Mass in the Field before these Basques went into Battle".42 It 

also published the statements of a "distinguished Catholic writer", 

M. Jacques Maritain: 

It is generally recognised that the Basque population is the 
most Catholic of Spain; a profound faith animates their 
daily existence even those who think they have made a 
mistake and who condemn their political conduct must surely 
see, faced with the sacrifice of this good and great people, 
that is the recourse to civil war which must be condemned 
above all, that war, which with armies invoking the defence 
of Christianity, has pitilessly struck the most Christian 
district of Spain.43 

The Weekly's evidence of Franco's treatment of the Basques, and 

of Catholic priests in particular, assured its readers of the truth 
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of its claim that Franco was merely an adventurer and not a Christian 

crusader at all. 

was reported that: 

In the Basque territories conquered by Franco it 

prominent Basque leaders have been transported to North 
Africa for slave labour. This must blast once and for all 
the fearful lies that the war in Spain was a religious war 
with Franco on the side of Christianity. The Mohammedan 
Moors have been brought to Spain by Franco and the Catholic 
Basques sent to Africa to work as slaves. No Catholic 
knowing these facts could feel for one moment support for 
Franco.44 

Several items about the execution of priests further reinforced this 

argument. According to the Weekly, priests were being executed for 

the "crime" of having said mass for Government soldiers. One item 

about the execution of priests could equally have come from a 

Catholic newspaper's discussion of Republican atrocities: 

They were not allowed Mass or time for contemplation, but 
given two minutes, after they had been informed of the 
execution, for confession. There was no burial ceremony. 
The bodies were thrown into a trench.45 

The presence of Moors in Franco's army was also used to undermine 

the Catholic image of Franco as a Christian crusader, and as well, 

served as an additional reminder that Franco's army was not composed 

primarily of Spaniards fighting, however mistakenly, for a cause in 

which they believed. Again, the opinion of the Catholic writer, 

Jacques Maritain, encapsulated the Communist argument: 

It is yet 
Mohammedan 
that they 
fashion.46 

another 
soldiers 
may kill 

sacrilege - religious in form - to deck 
with pictures of the Sacred heart so 

the children of Christians in a holy 

That Catholics like Maritain opposed Franco was another valuable 

factor in Communist propaganda about the nature of the war. 

Further evidence to confirm that the war was not a war of 

religion was found in the religious freedom purportedly allowed by 



190 

the Republican Government, which was contrasted with Franco's 

treatment of pro-Republican priests. The Weekly printed several 

items that vouched for the religious tolerance of the Republican 

Government. However, it was unfortunate that most of these items 

were about the tolerance of the Protestantism in Republican Spain. 

The Manifesto of the Protestant Youth,47 a report from the 

Jehovahs Witness Yearbook for 193748 and news of 52 evangelical 

churches operating in the Republican war zone,49 may have imparted 

an impression of tolerance for minority religions by the Government, 

but they would have done little to assuage the fears of Catholics. 

The report from the Jehovah's Witnesses was a particularly 

unfortunate choice. The anti-clerical sentiment expressed by the 

Jehovah's Witness Yearbook was surely inappropriate in the context of 

the Catholic claims the Weekly was attempting to refute. 

Another pro-Francoist claim that the Weekly was eager to prove 

false was the claim that the war was inspired by a Communist plot. 

The Weekly took great pains to point out that Communist influence in 

Spanish political life, prior to the rebellion, was minimal. The 

Weekly published a statement by Izvestia in April 1937 which said, in 

part: "When General Franco raised the military Fascist rebellion 

against the Spanish Government there was not a single Communist or 

Socialist in the council of ministers."sO The same item quoted 

the President of the Council of Ministers, Largo Caballero: "We 

shall never permit that Bolshevism and Anarchism be forced upon us 

Besides, no one thinks of forcing Bolshevism or Anarchism upon 

us. "51 

However much reliance the Weekly and members of the Communist 

Party placed in Izvestia's veracity, the use of an official Soviet 

newspaper to deny the existence of a Communist plot in Spain was 

hardly likely to dispel suspicion among non-Communists. 

In the same vein, the Weekly emphasised that the elections that 

brought the Popular Front Government to power in February 1936, were 

completely in order and quite legal, as a counter to claims of 
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electorial manipulation from Catholics and other anti-

Republicans. 52 

The nature of the Spanish Government itself was used to reinforce 

the image of a war against democracy. The Spanish Government was 

depicted as moderate, democratic and reformist. For this alone, even 

without the wider implications of the war for world democracy, 

workers and democrats were urged to support the cause of the 

Government of Spain. 

The policies and social and political ideals of the Spanish 

Government did not play a large part in the Communist propaganda 

campaign. The main focus of the Weekly's coverage was the war effort 

and the achievements of the United Front policy in that area. 53 

Nevertheless, enough was said to enable the Weekly's readers to 

understand the enlightened nature of Republican rule and the great 

future in 

determination 

the Spanish 

taking place 

the midst of 

store for Spain once Franco was defeated. The 

of the Popular Front Government to improve the life of 

people was indicated by claims that reforms were still 

and social policies were continuing to be effected in 

war. Thus, it was obvious that the Republican 

Government was dedicated in its pursuit of social reform. It also 

showed the tireless spirit of both the Government and the Spanish 

people, and the well organised governmental structure that must 

exist, if reforms were to corne into operation at a time when the 

major focus of Government attention was the prosecution of the war. 

Education and health care was most often mentioned, as well as 

the provisions for 

children. Letters 

the care of war refugees, particularly the 

from the New Zealand nurses in Spain, from Mary 

Lawson, a member of the Australian nursing unit in Spain, who visited 

New Zealand in 1938, and from Winifred Bates, an Englishwoman 

attached to the British medical units in Spain, were all used as 

evidence of the Republic's health, education and child and refugee 

care programmes. 54 The letters bore witness to the establishment 

of children's homes and the provision of educational facilities for 
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both the children and the wounded Republican soldiers in the 

hospitals. These kind of reforms and social policies were shown to 

be in the same spirit as the war effort, the fight against 

reactionary policies in all facets of Spanish life. Mary Lowson 

said: "The Education Department, the people and the youth of Spain 

are fighting illiteracy in the same spirit as they are fighting 

Fascism."S5 

Woman Today also published Mary Lawson's 1etters,56 and much 

of its coverage of the Spanish Civil War dealt with women under the 

Republican Government. "Women of Spain", by I1ya Ehrenburg, a Soviet 

writer and correspondent for Izvestia in Spain, discussed the 

emancipation of women under the Repub1ic. 57 "Spanish ABC" 

(reprinted from Sight and Sound) told of an American film company's 

astonishment that the Government's education programme was continuing 

despite the war, even, it said, in the army and among munitions 

workers. 58 

Claims about the smooth functioning of life in Republican Spain, 

despite bombings, shortages of food and in some cases an influx of 

refugees, were also 

organised nature of 

for the admiration 

used as evidence of the progressive and well 

the Republican Government and as further cause 

of the international Labour Movement. 59 This 

admiration should, of course, express itself in support for the war 

effort of the Republic against Fascism, that this new and dedicated 

democracy might not founder. 

Thus, the nature of the war in Spain was made clear in Communist 

propaganda: it was a Fascist war of aggression waged mercilessly 

against the majority of the people of Spain and against their 

workers' Government. More than that, it was a war in which the fate 

of the world might be decided. The reasoning behind this argument 

constituted a major part of Communist propaganda about the Spanish 

War, for, only if it could be shown that Fascist aggression in Spain 

threatened all democracy, would there be any reason for the constant 

emphasis on the need for a United Front in aid of Spanish and, 
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democracy. The reasoning for the analysis of the 

as a microcosm of the world situation, a drama in 

which the audience would soon be participants, began from the basic 

point that the war was, indeed, one of Fascist aggression in order to 

seize Spanish territory. From that point, there followed what could 

be called the "domino theory" of Fascist aggression. In April 1937 

the Weekly's editor Sid Scott wrote: 

Fascism is proceeding on the principle of attacking her 
enemies piecemeal, of committing one act of aggression after 
another, of consolidating itself and of then going on to 
fresh victories.60 

If the Fascist attempt to add Spain to its list of conquests were not 

opposed, then Fascism would go on to new conquests, and eventually 

destroy democracy everywhere. It was "iterated and reiterated" 

throughout the pages of the Weekly that "Spain is fighting the battle 

for world democracy".6l 

A logical consequence of this "domino theory" of Fascist 

aggression was that the two Western democracies, Britain and France 

were endangering themselves by not taking a firm stand on Fascist 

intervention in Spain. Moreover, Communist propaganda accused 

Britain and France of betraying not only democracy in Spain itself, 

but their own democratic institutions, by not supporting the 

Republican Government of Spain. If Spain were conquered by the 

then Germany and Italy, emboldened by British and French Fascists, 

inaction, would go on to further conquests, presumably also 

unhindered 

fall to 

by the 

Fascism 

two democratic 

and Britain 

Fascist-dominated Europe alone. 

Powers. Eventually, France would 

would then have to face a 

In the first month of the war, the Workers Weekly had supported 

the idea of non-intervention. On 22 August 1936, the Weekly quoted 

Fred Freeman, a member of the Central Committee of the Party, at a 

"Solidarity with Spain" meeti~g at the Trades Hall in Wellington: 

"We in New Zealand could at least support the action of the French 
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Government in calling for a neutrality pact, which would cut foreign 

Fascist aid for the rebels."62 By October 1936, the Weekly was 

condemning the Non-Intervention Agreement, and in particular the 

embargo on arms sales to either side in Spain, as a fake. It was 

described as "a blockade on the Spanish Government [that] in reality 

favours the rebe1s":63 

Why have the Fascists been able to advance so far in spite 
of the fact that the overwhelming majority of the Spanish 
people back their Government. Because they have been armed 
by the Fascist powers of Germany and Italy. Because France 
and Britain have refused to sell arms to the Spanish 
Government, thereby breaking all international laws. 
Sanctions were not fully applied against Italy when it 
launched its war of aggression against Abyssinia. Yet the 
democratic countries are effectively applying sanctions 
against the Spanish Government, guilty of no aggression, 
which is defending democracy against Fascism.64 

For Communists the Non-Intervention Committee epitomised the 

pro-Fascist stance of the "Tory" British Government. In February 

1937, the Weekly said: 

bitter experience has 
Great Britain by its 
Spain and betraying 
enemies.65 

shown that the Tory Government of 
whole policy is assisting Fascism in 
democracy into the hands of its 

Communist propaganda held the British Government to be the major 

culprit of the NIC. France, in the first two years of the war, at 

least, was merely a less than willing accomplice forced by 

circumstances to concur with British policy. No doubt the existence 

of a Popular Front Government in France, led by Leon Blum, did much 

to influence the Communists' more sympathetic treatment of France's 

role in the "farce" of non-intervention. The equal culpability 

suddenly thrust upon the French Government in the last months of the 

war possibly 

France. In 

had something to do with a change of leadership in 

October 1937, France was described as being dragged in 

the wake 

stated, 
of British policy66 and, in March 1938, the Weekly 

"The responsibility for [the arms embargo] rests largely 

with the pro-Fascist Chamberlain Government. France will not act at 

present unless she can depend on British support".67 
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Attacks on the British Government's policy over Spain in part 

expressed the Soviet Union's fear that Germany and Britain would ally 

to attack Russia. An item in "International Notes", condemning Lloyd 

George's statement that Britain should cultivate Germany's 

friendship, said: 

Hitler cannot make war without the support or, at least, the 
neutrality of Britain The need for an alliance with 
Britain and Italy in order to carry forward war against 
France and the Soviet Union is stated quite openly in 
Hitler's book "Mein Kampf" and in all Nazi propaganda.68 

For the Communist Party the reasons for fTpro-Fascist" policy were 

clear: "They have too much in common with the Fascist Powers to wish 

to see them decisively defeated by a People's Front Govern-

ment". 69 At first it was Anthony Eden, the "super-sartorial 

mouth-piece of non-intervention", 70 who was the personification 

of British policy, but once Neville Chamberlain became Prime 

Minister, he became the target of most of the vilification directed 

at the policy of the British Government. 

The whole thrust of the Communist argument about Spain, that it 

was a battle for democracy, meant that most of the propaganda about 

British policy was aimed at showing just how anti-democratic and 

pro-Fascist were the "Tory-capitalist" leaders of Britain. The 

injustice of Britain's attitude towards the legitimately elected 

Government of Spain, and Chamberlain's partiality towards the 

dictators, was considered to be revealed most clearly at the meetings 

of the NIC: 

In the discussions that take place the moral and lawful 
rights of the Spanish Government are totally ignored and 
every reference to them and to the terrible policy of 
aggression and massacre carried out by the Fascists is 
condemned by the British Tories as being "provocative". Not 
a word must be said against the culprits themselves.7l 

In an article in "International Notes", in July 1937, the "London 

financiers' Government" was accused of attempting to aid Franco with 

its latest NIC "control plan ll
, which would grant belligerent rights 
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to "the puppet" General Franco. The British Government's motives 

were interpreted as, firstly, a desire to weaken the "People's 

Government" of Spain by granting Franco more prestige and, secondly, 

the need to stifle criticism in Parliament about inaction over 

attacks on British ships, since, if Franco were granted belligerent 

rights, he would be able under international law to seize ships 

aiding the Spanish Government. 72 

Even the Nyon Conference on Mediterranean piracy in September 

1937, when Britain, France and other powers reached an agreement on 

measures to control piracy without Italy being present, was regarded 

by the Communist Party as evidence of British partiality for Franco. 

"Hhy was Spain not invited?", demanded the Weekly.73 The Weekly 

could only conclude that tIthe British Tory Government is determined 

to placate Italy at the expense of the Spanish People's 

Government".74 Another article in "International Notes", in June 

1938, suggested that the Anglo-Italian Agreement and Britain's lack 

of reaction to attacks on shipping meant that Britain might not only 

acquiesce in Italian intervention in Spain, but actively collaborate 

in it. 75 

A major point of the Weekly's propaganda was that Britain's 

Government would placate the Fascists at the expense of its own real 

interests as well. This argument, already inherent in the "domino 

theory", was compounded by reports of the sinking of British ships in 

the Mediterranean, and the absence of British protests to the 

culprit, Italy: 

Gone is the day when the British flag was a citizen's 
protection against tyranny. Today a British citizen is 
allowed to suffer any indignity - providing it is inflicted 
by a Fascist.76 

The Weekly carried several items about the Mediterranean piracy, all 

designed to show that, in their frantic desire to come to an 

accomodation with Italy, British leaders were willing to sacrifice 

British ships, British lives and British status as a seapower. 77 
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The fundamentally anti-democratic nature of the "Tory" Government 

in Britain was also revealed by this inaction, according to the 

Weekly. In August 1938, the paper published an account, by an 

American seaman working on the "Thorpehaven", a British merchant 

vessel bombed at Alicante. The article began with the statement that 

"the British Government is encouraging Franco to murder British 

seamen and to sink British ships". Evidence for this claim was 

produced in the American's claim that British naval vessels stood by 

while British ships were bombed. The article concluded with the 

opinion, voiced by the seaman, that the British Government's policy 

"was completely destroying the average British seaman's faith in the 

British Government".78 

Not only was the Government acting in an undemocratic manner in 

its "Tory capitalist" disregard for the lives of British workers, it 

was also misusing the power given to it by British democracy: 

British warships, paid for with the sweat of the British 
people, are also stopping any British vessels in the 
Mediterranean which are suspected of carrying supplies to 
the People's Government.79 

With anti-democratic sentiments naturally went inhumanity, another 

indication that British leaders had more in common with Fascism than 

with the "Spanish People's Government". It was bad enough that 

Chamberlain and his colleagues preventing the legitimate Government 

of Spain from defending itself by their arms embargo, but, worse, 

they were abetting the Fascist interventionists' war on women and 

children by preventing foodstuffs and other merchandise from reaching 

Republican Spain. 

From December 1938, as the war drew to a close, the Communists 

made a great deal of "Chamberlain's blockade" of the Spanish 

Government, claiming that it was to be extended to cover all supplies 

to the now chronically short of food Republican territory.SO 

Britain's inhumanity, and 

allies, was epitomised for 

its partiality for Franco and his Fascist 

the Weekly in the British Government's 
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returning to Spain the Basque children evacuated from Bilbao earlier 

in the war. Under the heading "British Government supports Franco", 

the Weekly said: 

of all crimes committed by British Imperialism in the 
last few years, none have been more callous and mean than 
the sending back, to death or worse than death, of the 
little Basque refugee children who fled from the Fascist 
terror prior to the taking of Bilbao.81 

The defeat of the Republican Government by Franco was seen by the 

Communists as resulting as much from British and, later, French 

policy, particularly the arms embargo, as from the massive aid 

received from Germany and Italy. In addition, the coup by the Casado 

"junta" in March 1939, which wrested power from Juan Negrin's 

Government,82 was claimed by the Weekly to have been masterminded 

by Britain and France again, in order to secure a Fascist victory in 

Spain. By this time the Republican Government was irrevocably split 

over whether to continue resistance to Franco. Negrin and the 

Communists wished to continue resistance. Colonel Casado, General 

Miaja and other non-Communist members of the Committee of National 

Defence that seized power considered not only that the Republican 

Army could not fight on, but also that they could negotiate better 

terms of surrender with Franco than a Communist-dominated Government 

could. 83 Thus, Communist criticisms of the Casado regime were 

really based on its political stand and the fact that it was ready to 

concede defeat. However, somehow, the Casado coup became linked to 

British and French recognition of Franco. In March 1939, the Weekly 

reported: 

The revolt of Casado and his colleagues was prepared in 
part of the policy of the 

The junta formed around Casados 
had already been selected in Paris 

London and Paris. It is 
recognition of Burgos 
consisted of names which 
and London by the same 
recognition of Franco.84 

persons as had decided upon the 

Although the Weekly claimed that the British Consul in Madrid had 

been in touch with Casado, it provided no other evidence that the 

coup had been planned in Paris and London. The Weekly labelled the 
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alleged plot "the most shameful of all betrayals", the final step in 

a policy of betrayal of Spanish and world democracy by the 

"so-called" Western democracies, which began with "the tragic farce 

of non-intervention" and ended with the recognition of the Burgos 

Government. Short-sighted British capitalists had put their own 

self-interest before that of their country and of the rest of the 

world, because they were more ideologically inclined towards both 

Franco's Government and German and Italian Fascism. Because first 

Britain and, later, France, after the fall of the Blum Government, 

did not favour a Popular Front Government in Spain, it was easy for 

them to sacrifice Spain to the appetites of Hitler and MusBolini. In 

so doing, said the Communists, the Western democracies had brought 

Europe closer to war and democracy closer to destruction. 8S In 

February 1939, the Weekly had said: 

Barcelona has fallen, Spain is encircled with a ring of 
steel and drenched in the blood of its bravest and best ... 
The peace of Munich is with us and Fascism advances with 
seven-leagued boots across the face of democratic Europe.86 

As the Communists saw the war in Spain as a battle for democracy 

everywhere, against the menace of Fascism, so they saw the answer to 

that menace in the United Front of democratic people the world over. 

Communist use of the Spanish Civil War, and events and opinions 

related to it, as paradigms cannot be overemphasised. Spain was a 

mirror of world trends, one particularly salient aspect of the 

multi-faceted workings of both Fascist and Communist policy. At one 

and the same time, Spain was but part of a greater whole, and, yet, 

the microcosm of that macrocosm. The Communist Party saw Spain as 

only one part of Fascism's expansionist aims, but also as the leading 

example of those aims and the tactics, that were to be employed. In 

the same way, the Communists' answer to Fascism, the United Front, 

went further than merely a movement in support of the Republican 

Government of Spain, and yet was epitomised by that international 

pro-RepUblican movement. 

The role of the Spanish people as the frontline fighters in a 
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world-wide battle for democracy was a major theme of Communist 

propaganda about the war in Spain. From this premise, it logically 

followed that democrats everywhere must support the cause of the 

Spanish people; it was their fight as much as it was the Spaniards'. 

The Weekly's first editorial on the war made this clear: 

Liberal journalists and Catholic intellectuals, Labour, 
Socialist and Communist writers, democrats of no particular 
party affiliation, who have visited Spain, declare with one 
voice that the fight of the Spanish Government is a fight 
for democracy and peace ... and that so-called "neutrality" 
is a crime against the Spanish people and against the ideals 
of peace and freedom throughout the world.87 

The editorial also indicated the basis for the United Front, in 

its enumeration of the various types of people who supported the 

cause of the Spanish Government. The majority of material on Spain 

in the Weekly and in "International Notes" mentioned in some way the 

United Front over Spain, and encouraged its growth. The only way to 

save Spain would be by a campaign of international solidarity with 

the Government of Spain, to send aid and to put pressure on 

Governments, especially those of Britain and France, to do the same. 

This campaign could force Britain and France to end non-intervention 

and to lift the arms embargo, which had considerable influence upon 

the Republican Government's war effort. 

It was only infrequently that Communist propaganda indicated 

exactly how the international pro-Republican movement was going to 

act to change the policy of the Western democracies. The impression 

given was that a major expression of public opinion in support of the 

Republicans would achieve this aim. It is likely that the vague 

calls for action were intended to promote actions such as strikes. 

Only in one article, towards the end of the war, when the calls for 

international 

openly stated 

Governments. 

solidarity with Spain were becoming more urgent, was it 

that direct action might be used to influence 

In December 1938, an article on Chamberlain's reported 

intensification of the "blockade" of Spain and the imminent granting 

of belligerent rights to Franco concluded: 
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if necessary, as Jose Diaz said in his article on the 2nd 
anniversary of the defence of Madrid, the workers will use 
all their weapons of struggle, including strike action, to 
enforce the demands on their governments.88 

The very vagueness of the calls for international solidarity with 

Spain gives the impression that Communist propaganda had as much in 

mind the wider purpose of the creation of a United Front against 

Fascism, as it did the development of a campaign to aid the Spanish 

war effort: 

He who really desires to see the end of the destruction of 
peaceful towns in Spain, of the murder of women and 
children, who desires to have the Fascist violators driven 
out of Spain and to see the establishment of a firm barrier 
against the outbreak of a new world imperialist war must 
take action. It is not difficult to find the organisation 
and form of this action; life itself, the experience of the 
Labour Movement prompts them.89 

This statement by 

article illustrates 

George Dimitrov 

better the 

in 

type 

the 

of 

concluding part of his 

oblique comment about 

democratic action than does the report of Diaz' words. 

The growing strength of the pro-Republican movement and, 

therefore, the United Front against Fascism, was indicated by items 

about pro-Republican resolutions and activities in various 

countries. In May, June and July 1938, the Weekly published a spate 

of articles about American pro-Republicanism; for example, the 

growing support for 

screen stage and 

pro-Republican 

and the YWCA92 

Spanish 

like 

democracy in Hollywood, among stars of 

Clara Bow and Paul Robeson. gO The 

stance of 

helped 

groups everywhere were 

against Fascism. 

the New England Methodist Conference9l 

to show 

behind 

that enlightened and influential 

the Spanish Government in its fight 

The Weekly also made an effort to show how the workers of Fascist 

countries opposed the aggression of Germany and Italy in Spain; a 

further indication of the solidarity of the pro-Republican movement 
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and the growth of the United Front, even if in a covert manner. In 

December 1936, the Weekly reported that Japanese workers, prevented 

by their Government from forming groups in support of the Government 

in Spain, were writing anxious letters to Labour magazines to 

discover the truth of the situation in Spain. 93 Later in the 

same month, an item with the headline "German Workers Make Dud Shells 

For Franco", reported that most rebel artillery shells failed to 

explode and explained that there was: 

sabotage within the Nationalist ranks. A bit of paper 
found in the nose of one of these shells said: "While I am 
an artilleryman, not a single shell fired by me wi~l 

explode." 
Other duds were found to be filled with sawdust, despite 
their apparent German origin.94 

(There was no explanation of how a Nationalist soldier could open a 

shell in order to place a note in it.) 

The United Front would triumph, said the Weekly in an editorial 

in April 1937, because of the justice of its cause, which was felt by 

workers and democrats everywhere, since it was the cause of the 

people. Even those within the enemy forces knew their true interests 

lay with the United Front, or, in the case of Spain, with the 

Republican forces: 

The desertions from the Italian forces to the Spaniards do 
not mean that the Italian soldier is a coward; they mean 
that he is a peasant or worker dragged from his cottage door 
to do the bidding of that imitation Caesar, Benito 
Mussolini.95 

The opinions and pro-Republican activities of the British Labour 

Movement were much emphasised, particularly the pronouncements of 

Harry Pollitt, General Secretary of the Communist Party of Great 

Britain. The emphasis on pro-Republican activities in Great Britain 

was related, in part, to the role of the British Government in the 

Spanish issue. These activities were another indication that the 

British Government did not have the sanction of a good number of its 

people for its non-intervention policy. 



203 

It may be also that the Weekly was catering to the Anglocentrism 

of New Zealanders, in its emphasis on British activities. 

Internationalists the Communists may have been, but they were still 

New Zealanders, often with close emotional associations with England, 

as were the members of the New Zealand labour Movement to whom the 

Weekly was appealing. In January 1938, the Weekly published the 

views of Clement Atlee on his return from a visit to Spain,96 and 

in April 

situation 

1938 the Emergency Labour Conference on the Spanish 

was applauded for its decision to pressure the Chamberlain 

Government to change its Spanish policy.97 

The role of Spain as a paradigm of the world situation was used 

constantly in Communist appeals to form a United Front around the 

Spanish issue. Spain was a lesson to the proletariat of the world, 

said Georgi Dimitrov: 

There also can be no doubt that the splendid example of the 
heroic struggle of the Spanish people has exerted 
irresistible influence over other nations threatened with 
Fascist aggression ... 

Fascism must be opportunely countered by the forces of a 
united working class of the widest masses standing solid in 
an anti-Fascist People's Front.98 

Dimitrov's article went on to detail how the example of the Spanish 

people's struggle had influenced the discovery of the Cagoulard plot 

in France, the crushing of the Cedillo coup in Mexico and the 

determination of the Chinese people against the Japanese invaders. 

The International Brigades were seen as an outstanding example of 

the international solidarity movement with Spain. Surprisingly, in 

discussions of the war effort of Republican Spain, the International 

Brigades were only infrequently mentioned. Perhaps the Weekly, and 

the Communist propaganda machine in general, were content to let the 

exploits of the International Brigades speak for themselves. The 

Weekly ran a series of articles by "Taffy" Patterson, a Welsh 

International Brigader who came to New Zealand from Spain,99 as 

well as letters from New Zealand International Brigaders "Tom" 
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Spiller,100 Bert Bryan101 and Charlie Riley,102 all 

giving accounts of the battles involving the International Brigades 

and of the stalwart internationalist and democratic spirit of these 

foreign volunteers for the cause of Spanish democracy. 

The value of the war in Spain as a lesson to the working-class of 

the world was not only in the general outlines of the struggle of 

democracy against 

model upon which 

Fascism; the Spanish People's Front itself was the 

the international United Front against Fascism 

should base itself. The solidarity and determination of the Spanish 

forces against overwhelming odds, in the form of German and Italian 

aid to Franco, and the arms embargo, was to be an inspiration to 

workers everywhere. 

The achievements of the Spanish army were lauded; it was the 

United Front incarnate. The Army was more to be commended because it 

had risen above severe difficulties, in the way of equipment and 

training, at the beginning of the war. The Spanish People's Army was 

the subject of an article by Hugh Slater published in December 1936. 

It grew, he said, from a disorganised and very poorly equipped 

workers' militia into a disciplined and skilled fighting force which 

was, by the time of the article's publishing, ready and willing to be 

formed into a regular army. Slater stressed that the Popular Militia 

was the only force at the command of the Spanish Government at the 

outbreak of the rebellion: 

It must be remembered that when the Fascist rebellion 
started eight out of the nine divisions of the Spanish army 
mutinied against the Government. The only possible thing to 
do was to ARM THE PEOPLE.103 

A significant feature of Slater's article was his emphasis on the 

willingness of worker organisations to put aside their political 

differences for the sake of the cause. Inevitably, it was the 

Anarchists' willingness to do so, which he used as the most telling 

evidence of the solidarity of the Spanish United Front: "In my 

opinion it is a great tribute to the honesty and commonsense of the 
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famous Spanish anarchists that they have accepted the necessity 

for discipline in war-time.,,104 

Another significant point made by Slater was echoed by the 

\veekly, in an editorial entitled "Invincible", in April 1937. The 

Spanish Government forces were "the people armed". This was their 

major strength: that they were fighting for a cause in which they 

believed, the cause of their own democratic institutions. The Weekly 

said: 

The glorious successes of the People's Army in Spain 
demonstrate the historical truth that a people in arms is 
invincible Spain today has shown the world that now, as 
much as ever before, morale is the deciding factor in 
warfare. 105 

Republican 

September106 

advances, 

and at 

for example, on the 

Teruel in early 1938,107 

Aragon front in 

were attributed 

to this factor of morale and were used as an example of the power 

that a United Front of all democratic people could wield, even in the 

face of overwhelming odds. They were a demonstration of the 

correctness of the United Front policy. Defeats, of course, were not 

due to the failure of purpose by the Spanish people, but to the great 

advantage in men and equipment held by Franco and, as well, to 

traitors within the ranks of the Government forces. 108 The 

concept of the people armed linked also to the Communist assertion 

that there were few Spaniards in the Nationalist ranks, and to the 

defections from Franco's side of both Spaniards and Italians. 

It was emphasised that all the Spanish people were involved in 

the war effort, even women and children. Much was made of the 

participation of women in the militia, fighting alongside the men for 

the future of their country. Even those people not directly engaged 

in the war effort were still a part of the People's Army, for they 

were suffering privations and shortages willingly in the cause of the 

war. Letters from Mory Lawson, the Australian nurse, and from the 

New Zealand nurses in Spain, already noted for their use as evidence 

of the progressive nature of the Republican Government109 also 
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usually contained references to the morale and "spirit of resistance" 

of the Spanish people under war conditions. 

Their ensuring that daily life went on, that services ran 

smoothly, that 

these were the 

discomfort and danger were endured without complaint, 

contributions of non-combatants to the United Front. 

In a letter published in July 1938 Mary Lawson said: It •• • the morale 

of the Catalonians has never been so high. They show a courageous 

determination a people willing to face any privation or difficulty 

to send aid to the front, to give food and assistance to the sick, 

wounded and refugees."110 

Yet, despite the congratulatory tone that often coloured 

descriptions of acts of solidarity with Spain, and of the various 

"broadly-based" national pro-Republican movements, there was more 

than a hint of factionalism still to be found in the Communist Party 

attitude towards other Left organisations. From the Communist point 

of view, of course, the factionalism came from the other groups. It 

was the Communist Party that was aiming for the establishment of a 

United Front against Fascism, and in aid of Spanish democracy; 

therefore, it was the fault of other Left organisations and not the 

Communist Party if this call were not answered. As early as December 

1936, the Comintern was complaining: 

Under the pressure of the workers the leaders of the Labour 
and Socialist International and the International Federation 
of Trade Unions declare their readiness to support 
Republican Spain. But why, then, do they reject the 
proposal of the Communist Party of France to call an 
international conference of all working class organisations 
in defence of the Spanish people?lll 

However, at this early stage in the war, it was still possible to 

claim that the United Front was ever growing and that "the will of 

the working class for unity" was breaking down these obstacles.112 

As the war drew out, the Communist Party repeated this claim, but the 

urgency of its appeals for working class unity around the cause of 

Spain was also growing. The tone of the appeals countered somewhat 
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the claims of vast numbers behind the Communist-inspired United 

Front. 

Undoubtedly, there was a large body of opinion throughout the 

world in support of the Spanish Government, and many of the arguments 

put forward by the Communists, particularly about the role of German 

and Italian aid and the ineffectiveness of the NIC, were based on 

fact. The problem lay in the Communists' use of the Spanish cause 

for its wider aims of a United Front, and in its manipulation of the 

facts to aid this cause. The single-minded unity and the setting 

aside of political differences which the Communists attempted both to 

ascribe to and to impose upon the pro-Republican movement, in the 

cause of the United Front, and, many suspected, in the cause of 

Communist domination of a united international working-class 

movement, did not really exist. 

When the war was drawing to a close, in late 1938 and early 1939, 

and it had become obvious that the Republicans were weakening and 

that Britain and France would make no last minute decision to aid the 

Government of Spain, factionalism· again surfaced in Communist 

propaganda: 

The drawing out of the struggle in Spain, like the 
dismemberment of Czechoslovakia, has only been possible 
through the lack of unity among the international 
proletariat. As a result of this the isolated efforts have 
not been sufficient to impose the fulfillment of their duty 
on the Democratic Governments in defence of Republican Spain 
and in preserving the territorial integrity of 
Czechoslovakia.II3 

Even at this late stage it was claimed that real working class unity 

could save Spain. If only opinion were mobilised to persuade Britain 

and France to allow the Spanish Government to purchase arms, the 

struggle for democracy would be won. In March 1939, the Weekly 

said: tiThe fight is not yet lost. Republican Spain can still win if 

the necessary support is rendered by the people of the whole 

world."114 
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The ambivalence of the Communist attitude to the development of 

the United Front, on one hand encouraging the formation of such a 

movement and, on the other, attacking Left groups that did not behave 

as the Communist Party wished them to, was most noticeable in the 

Weekly's attitude towards the pro-Republican activities of the 

British Labour movement. These activities were, at one and the same 

time, used to show the growing strength and, when necessary, the 

weaknesses and undemocratic nature of British socialism. 

In the concluding part of his article on the Spanish Civil War, 

Georgi Dimitrov made a strong condemnation of the response of the 

Socialist International and the International Federation of Trade 

Unions to the Communist calls for a United Front, and laid much of 

the blame on the British Labour Party: 

But on every occasion when the Communist International has 
addressed its proposal for joint action to the Second 
International and the International Federation of Trade 
Unions the representatives of these organisations have ... 
stubbornly refused, under the influence of reactionary 
British Labour Party and trade union leaders and their 
myrmidons in other countries, to agree to organise the 
united action of the world proletariat that alone can 
produce the necessary practical results.llS 

In March 1939, the British Labour Party was accused of hindering 

a call from the Labour and Socialist International for (unspecified) 

action to break the arms embargo to Republican Spain. Worse, it was 

also accused of considering action against "those of its members who 

want to unite the democratic movement to save Spanish democracy and 

the future of 

discussed this 

[Britain]".116 It 

lack of solidarity 

seems that the Communist Party 

only when it suited. At other 

times, the statements of British Labour politicians were published to 

add their weight to the image of an international united movement to 

aid the Spanish Republic. 117 

It is likely that attacks on the international Labour Movement 

and, more specifically, on its British component, had as much to do 

with the Communist International's wider aims as they did with the 
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Spanish situation itself. They were a response to the Labour 

Movement's refusal to let the Communists call the tune, as well as 

expressions of disapproval of the qualified support given by British 

Labour to the Spanish Republican cause. 

The weaknesses and factionalism in the United International Front 

were also apparent within the Spanish People's Army. Although little 

was said about the internecine squabbles within the Republican 

forces, in order to promote the image of the successful application 

of the United Front concept, the existence of "traitors" was not 

denied. Again, as with the international United Front, only news of 

that factionalism and disunity that it suited the Communists to 

comment upon surfaced in the pages of the Worker's Weekly. Any 

weakness in the Spanish People's Army was due to the presence of 

"Trotskyists" in the ranks, "traitors" to the people's cause. 

The differences of opinion between the PODM (Partido Obrero de 

Unificacion Marxista), a non-Stalinist Communist Party, and the 

Spanish Communist Party (Partido Socialista Unificado de Cataluna, or 

PSUC) over the prosecution and ultimate aim of the war were the most 

obvious crack in the facade of the United Front in Spain. The FODM 

(which had semi-Trotskyist beliefs) considered that the final aim of 

the war should be the establishment of "proletarian democracy" in 

Spain; the Communists, on the other hand, in pursuit of the 

international United Front and in order to woo the middle class in 

Spain, followed a policy of suppression of revolution and promoted 

the war as solely aimed at saving liberal democracy in Spain. The 

split between the proponents of "revolution in the midst of warn and 

those who argued for victory against Fascism above all culminated in 

the Barcelona "May Days" in 1937, when fighting broke out between the 

two groups. The "May Days" resulted in Communist leadership of the 

Government of Spain becoming more firmly entrenched and, eventually, 

in the dissolution of the FOUM and the imprisonment and trial for 

treason of its leaders. The purging of non-Stalinists and 

"Trotskyists" in Spain reflected the purges in the Soviet 

Union. 118 
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Communist propaganda in New Zealand, not surprisingly, did not 

attempt any discussion of the issues behind the Communist 

"persecution" of the PODM. Mrs Elsie Locke admits that there was a 

"cover-up" in the Workers Weekly about the PODM - "never would we 

have admitted what was really happening about the POUM" .119 

Instead, the Weekly concentrated on the revelations of treachery by 

the PODM. The PODM was accused of having plotted with Franco in an 

article published in the Weekly in August 1937. The article reported 

that leaders of the PODM had communicated by radio and personally, 

with Franco's high command, in order to co-ordinate their sabotage 

with the movement of Franco's forces, so as to successfully undermine 

the Republican war effort. The Weekly called this "the ugliest 

revelation of Trotskyist treachery to date"; in fact, it was the 

first such revelation with regard to Spain to appear in the New 

Zealand Communist newspaper. 120 

The unmasking of these "traitors" could, of course, only serve to 

strengthen the People's Army, as an article describing Republican 

victories on the Aragon front pointed out: "The unification of 

command in the army and the crushing of the Trotskyists have paved 

the way for the building of a strong and efficient army. 11121 

Not until November 1938, did the Weekly mention the Trotskyists 

again, this time in connection with the trial of the POUM, being held 

in Barcelona. Significantly, it was only at this point that the "May 

Days" in Barcelona were mentioned. The image of a strong Republican 

war effort may have been marred by an account of the riots at the 

time they occurred. In 1938, it was opportune to mention then as 

having been inspired by the Trotskyists. 122 

At the end of the war, too, the capitulation of the Spanish 

Government to Franco was seen as a betrayal of the Spanish people by 

their new, and not entirely welcome, leaders, Casado and Miaja. 

(General Miaja had earlier been lauded as a great military leader of 

the People's Army.) This did not mean, said the Workers Weekly, 

that the anti-Fascist spirit of the Spanish people had lessened at 
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all, but that their new leaders were crypto-Fascists, defeatists and 

traitors. As well as attributing the victory of the Casado coup to 

British and French plotting, the Communists claimed some connection 

between Casado and his confreres and Russian "Trotskyists lt
, in 

particular the Tukhachevsky-led "rebels" (whose "rebellion", 

incidentally, had also been instigated by Britain and France).123 

In no way was the defeat of the Republican forces to be seen as 

the failure of the Popular Front and the People's Army of Spain, nor 

of the concept of the United Front itself. In a curious way, the 

"traitors" and the "betrayals" in Spain were more potent reasons for 

Franco's victory than the most obvious reason: the military 

superiority of Franco and his allies. Above all, the failure of 

elements within Spain's Popular Front to heed the direction of the 

Communists was seen as betrayal of Spanish democracy. In March 1939, 

the Weekly said: 

It is worthy to note that Spain's "Red-baiters" of 
yesterday, the elements who hampered the conduct of the war 
against Franco at every stage by their disruptive policy and 
their sectarian hatred of the Communists, the followers of 
Caballero and Prieto are today joining hands with Franco to 
defeat the Spanish people, and are responsible for the 
butchering of the workers in the streets. For "Red-baiting" 
is the first step on the path to treachery to the working 
class.124 

Although the United Front policy was one of co-operation on a 

broad basis with other "Left" groups, Communist sectionalism never 

ceased to operate. The denunciations of the actions of the Socialist 

International and the British Labour Party, the attacks on the PODM 

in Spain, the hysterical claims that Britain and France and/or 

Russian Trotskyists were behind the Casado junta's seizure of power, 

all spoke of the Communist International's will to dominate the 

United Front and to attack any elements within it that would not 

accept that Communist domination, or the Communist interpretation of 

events. They also revealed the Communist response to the failure of 

the United Front in, and about, Spain: blame was apportioned 

elsewhere. 
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It is interesting to note the treatment in Communist propaganda 

of the role of Communism in Spain and the attitude of the Soviet 

Union to the Spanish crisis. The deeper purpose of the United Front 

to aid Spanish democracy was 

inevitable attack by Fascism. 

to protect Russian democracy from an 

This fear for the safety of the Soviet 

Union was most clearly articulated in an item "contributed by a 

medical man who is a keen anti-Fascist and an admirer of the USSR": 

Sooner or later as world crises intensify, what remains of 
the capitalist imperialist system will need a convenient 
excuse for flying at the throats at the mighty builders of 
Socialism in the USSR.12S 

One such convenient excuse would be the role played by the USSR in 

the Spanish drama. There were several references in the pages of the 

Weekly to the possibility that the Powers would turn on the Soviet 

Union because of its aid to the Spanish Government, not least because 

it was the only great power, and the only country involved with the 

NIC, that had "dared to lift the veil of pretence which so thinly 

masks Fascist aggression in Spain".126 

Great pains were taken to emphasise that the USSR had no interest 

in Spain other than the defence of democracy, both in Spain and the 

rest of the world, and the support of a People's Front Government 

against the forces of reaction. In April 1937, the Weekly published 

a statement by Izvestia, which concluded: 

The Soviet Government and Soviet public opinion do not 
pursue any interests of their own in Spain. The Soviet 
Government and the public are interested in Spanish affairs 
neither more nor less than the whole of advanced and 
progressive mankind, which knows that victory of the Fascist 
interventionists over Republican Spain would be a victory of 
reaction over progress.127 

An article in "International Notes" (reprinted from The Soviets 

of Today, published by the Friends of the Soviet Union) explained why 

the Red Army had not marched to the assistance of Spain. The reason, 

according to the article, was that the Soviet Union stood for the 

right of self determination of all nations, as witnessed by its 
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non-aggression pacts with other countries, and, thus, to intervene in 

Spain would be a "complete abnegation of Soviet foreign policy since 

1917". It was also an example of the Soviet Union's "genuine effort 

towards the maintenance of peace", in contrast with other powers, 

which had intervened in Russia in 1917 and were now interfering, or 

allowing interference, in Spain. 

Lest anyone should think that Russia did not intervene because it 

was unable to do so, the article also noted that it was only through 

forebearance and a desire to preserve peace that retaliatory measures 

had not been taken for the sinking of a Russian merchant-man. It 

warned that in the event of a world war spreading from Spain "the 

Fascist nations will feel the heavy hand of 153,000,000 people who 

are prepared to defend democracy with the resources of one sixth of 

the earth" .128 

In 1938, "International Notes" published a long article by Maxim 

Litvinov, the Russian Foreign Minister, showing how "the Soviet Union 

has fought consistently to preserve peace and safeguard the right of 

small nations". The Soviet Union was depicted as committed to 

international collaboration and peace through the League of Nations 

and regional mutual assistance pacts. A tone of injured idealism 

permeated Litvinov's listing of the betrayals of the ideal of 

international collaboration; the implication was that the Soviet 

Union, although feared by, and under threat from, capitalist nations, 

had done its best for world peace only to find the cause betrayed by 

those very powers it had sought to help (that is, the Western 

democracies) : 

it must be stated that the Soviet Government has 
demanded nothing for itself. It has not offered itself to 
anyone as a partner or ally; it consented to participate in 
the collective collaboration only because the situation was 
particularly dangerous not for itself, but, in the first 
place for the small countries, and in the second place for 
the states responsible for the post-war international 
order.129 

The article justified the Soviet Union's participation in the 



214 

Non-Intervention Committee. Although Russia had no faith that 

general war would have resulted if non-intervention had not been 

instituted, it had consented to sign the NIA in the interests of 

international solidarity and in the belief that intervention would be 

prohibited. Once the committee had proved not only conciliatory to 

the aggressors but inclined toward Franco, the Soviet Union had 

remained only in order to attempt to salvage the situation and 

prevent further concessions that would aid Franco. 

The article concluded with an analysis of the reasons for this 

betrayal of international co-operation for peace and capitulation to 

aggression. Ultimately, according to Litvinov, the reasons were fear 

of Russia and of class upheaval, which resulted in a false conception 

of Fascism as a bastion against the rising working-class movement. 

Litvinov appealed to patriotism and/or nationalism when he contrasted 

the progressive groups in the democracies with the "circles who 

prefer to sacrifice their national interests and endanger or even 

lose the existence of the states for the sake of protecting them from 

social and class opposition". In this manner Communist propaganda 

justified the Soviet Union's participation in the diplomatic 

creations of imperialist nations, emphasised its commitment to 

democracy, collective security and peace, and its deep opposition to 

Fascism, and warned potential aggressors. 

Very 

Comintern, 

early in 

published 

the war, in December 1936, an appeal from the 

the United Front in 

in the Weekly, called for all democrats to join 

aid of Spain and emphasised equally that the 

United Front should "rally round the Soviet Union". It concluded 

with the stirring call: "LONG LIVE SOVIET POWER THROUGHOUT THE 

WORLD", a sentiment hardly calculated to bolster claims of the 

Soviet's disinterested defence of democracy in Spain. 130 

Even the Spanish People's Front, in the midst of a war of 

self-defence against Fascist aggression, apparently had as its deeper 

and greater purpose the defence of Soviet democracy. Frank Pitcairn 

(Claud Cockburn) reported on the plenum of the Central Committee of 
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the Communist Party of Spain, and quoted the words of Dolores 

Ibarruri (La Pasionaria), a well-known Spanish Communist and heroine 

of the Republican war effort: "The defence of the Soviet Union 

against its enemies and its calumniators must be a point of honour 

with every militant in the working class party."131 

Yet, there was something rather contradictory about the Communist 

treatment of the role of the Soviet Union and of the Communist Party 

in Spain. At one and the same time, the parts played by the Soviet 

Union and the Communist Party of Spain in aiding the Spanish people 

were lauded and used to emphasise the major influence of both in the 

struggle against Fascism everywhere; however, any hint that the 

Soviet Union or the Communist Party of Spain had deeper purposes in 

Spain was denied vehemently. 

It has been shown that the Weekly's propaganda made sure that its 

readers understood how slight was the power or influence of 

Communists 

war. 132 
in 

But 

Spanish politics prior to the outbreak of the 

the Communist Party was given most of the credit for 

the establishment of the Popular Front coalition having 

that 

been 

became 

behind 

the Government in February 1936. It was claimed that 

for the United Front of all working class only the Communist drive 

organisations made possible the united electoral action that gave the 

Popular Front victory at the polls. Georgi Dimitrov, in the third 

part of "Two Years Heroic Struggle of the Spanish People", described 

the co-ordination of the forces of the Labour Movement beginning in 

1935 and extending into the period of the war. He prefaced his 

description with a statement attributing the Popular Front's success 

to the policy of the United Front: 

For a number of years the Communist Party of Spain - the 
initiator of the Popular Front - has conducted a consistent 
and persistent struggle for the unity of the Spanish people, 
for rallying all the forces of the people against reaction 
and Fascism.133 

The responsibility for the creation of the People's Army and its 

smooth functioning against the far-better equipped Fascist war 
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machine was primarily that of the Communist Party as well. Its 

success resulted partly from the Communists' well developed pre-war 

United Front policy, and also because it not only continued this 

policy into the war, but also succeeded in routing out the traitors, 

such as the PODM and the "Caballero clique".134 

This emphasis on the role of the Communist Party in Spain went to 

reinforce the arguments for the creation of the United Front. Again, 

the wider aim appeared to be the focus of attention rather than the 

war in Spain itself. Although the Workers Weekly was in a sense 

"preaching to the converted", its appeals went beyond that of the 

small group of Communists in New Zealand. One wonders how the 

self-congratulatory tone of Communist propaganda and the sectionalism 

that appeared now and again appealed to the less ideological of its 

readers, those non-Communist members of the Labour Movement, whom the 

Communist Party wished to unite in its United Front. The Communists' 

demurrals of sectional interest in Spain and the emphasis on the 

Soviet Union's altruistic defence of democracy in Spain sat uneasily 

with the obviously slanted praise of the United Front policy. 

This discussion of Communist propaganda about the war in Spain 

has so far been in terms of the general trend of that propaganda, 

rather than its specific application to the New Zealand scene. 

Indeed, much of the propaganda directed toward the building of a 

united pro-Republican Movement, and for a United Front to grow from 

it, was not directed specifically at New Zealanders. Calls aimed at 

the New Zealand Labour Movement often varied little from calls to the 

international movement. Statements such as: 

We of the Labour Movement would be traitors, indeed, if we 
lessened our efforts for one moment to aid these heroic 
people in winning the fight which they are waging for our 
sake and theirs.135 
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The United Front of workers, allied with the farmers, 
professional people and small trades-people on a common 
platform of opposition to Fascism and war, and for the 
achievement of the most necessary demands of the toiling 
people - this is the People's Front, the only force which is 
capable of saving civilisation from barbarism and 
reaction. 136 

had a universal application. They were reinforced by more specific 

calls to the Labour Movement and to all New Zealand democrats to form 

a United Front in support of Spain: "If we do not take what action 

is possible to aid Spain in her present agony, then the reputation of 

New Zealand Labour will be forever stained."137 said the Weekly, 

in an editorial on the bombing of Guernica in May 1937. 

The Communist Party's Spanish campaign in New Zealand began with 

a call for "Hands off Spain!", aimed at joint action with the Labour 

Party to create a movement of solidarity with the Spanish 

Government. The Weekly's first article on the Spanish Civil War 

called for meetings of solidarity to be held and for motions to be 

sent to the Labour Government urging it to express support for the 

Popular Front Government of Spain. 138 The campaign to involve 

the Labour Party was to continue for some months at an intensive 

level and, thereafter, intermittently throughout the war. The 

Communist Party's tactics in this area were to emphasise the leading 

influence of the Labour Party in the New Zealand Labour Movement, and 

to encourage the rank-and-file to influence it to support the Popular 

Front Government of Spain. 

On 1 August 1936, the Weekly reported that Leo Sim, General 

Secretary of the Communist Party, had sent a note to the National 

Secretary of the Labour Party urging joint action over Spain. 

"Political differences", said the Weekly, somewhat sententiously, 

"cannot be allowed to stand in the way of joint action".190 On 8 

August, the Weekly said: 

A victory of the workers in Spain would strengthen the 
forces of the New Zealand Labour Movement. We know that New 
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Zealand workers would welcome joint action of the Labour and 
Communist forces for the defence of the Spanish people 
around the slogan of "Hands off Spain". Back our call for 
joint action.140 

The Non-Intervention Agreement in August and the establishment of 

the Non-Intervention Committee in September brought an end to the 

"Hands off Spain!" campaign. It was replaced by calls for the Labour 

Movement to influence the New Zealand Government to protest at 

British neutrality and the embargo on the sale of arms to Spain. The 

Weekly was increasingly critical of the attitude of the Labour Party 

and the Labour Government for, as the paper saw it, failing to take 

the lead in the solidarity campaign. Editorials in the Workers 

Weekly, often reprinted in "International Notes!!, again and again 

noted the silence of the Labour Government and urged the Labour 

Movement to ensure that their leaders become involved in the movement 

of solidarity for the Spanish Government. 141 By November, the 

Labour Party and its Government were accused of a "shameful" and 

"intolerable" silence. On 20 November, the Weekly expressed its 

dissatisfaction with the attitude of the Labour Government: 

Can we then be satisfied with the attitude of complete 
indifference of the Labour Party to the events in Spain? 
No! a thousand times No! Yet till now the Labour Party 
leaders and the Labour Government have neither by word nor 
gesture given any support, whether moral or material, to 
Spain's fighters for liberty. This is intolerable! There 
is so much that the Labour Party and the Labour Government 
could do! There is nothing except unwillingness, which need 
prevent the Government declaring it regards the 
constitutional and democratically elected Spanish Government 
as a friendly Government having much in common, in spirit 
and aim, with the declared policy of the Labour Government 
itself. There is no reason why it should not express 
disagreement with the fake "neutrality" policy which puts an 
arms embargo on the Spanish Government while the Fascist 
rebels receive unstinted supplies from Germany and Italy, .. 
The Labour Party must act! A hundred evidences show that 
workers of New Zealand are conscious of their international 
duty and are willing and anxious to come to the aid of the 
heroic Spanish people. They but lack the lead that should 
come from the Labour leadership. It will be a shame and a 
disgrace for our country and its great Labour Hovement if 
this is not given.143 
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At the beginning of December, the Weekly described the "obstinate 

silence" of the leadership of the Labour Party as an attitude that 

"can only be an encouragement to Fascism in Spain and New Zealand. 

It must be broken down".144 Yet, later the same month it praised 

W.J. Jordan's stand at Geneva, no doubt with the aim of encouraging 

New Zealand's delegate to the League of Nations and his Government to 

take a firmer stand in support of the Spanish Government: 

It is with a feeling of the greatest pride and pleasure that 
New Zealand friends of democracy will have read the cable 
that on December 12th Mr Jordan outspokenly denounced 
Fascist intervention in Spain. 

it is certain that Mr Jordan has added an honourable 
page to the history of New Zealand, which should call forth 
resolutions of congratulation and support from the whole 
Labour Movement. 145 

By early 

the rest of 

1937, the Weekly's tone had changed somewhat, and for 

the period of the war its attitude towards the Labour 

Government's policy was to be less critical and more encouraging, 

even coaxing. Once it was obvious that there would be no 

Labour-Communist joint action, and that the Labour Government was not 

about to make any public protest about British policy and the NIA in 

general, there was little point in maintaining a propaganda stand 

that would not help to endear the Communists to the Labour Party, to 

which it wished to affiliate. 

In April 1937, the Weekly reported the "disappointing" resolution 

about the Spanish Civil War passed by the Labour Party Conference, in 

terms more in sorrow than in anger. The Conference resolution 

included the statement that the Spanish people should be left to 

settle their own domestic difficulties. This view, of course, did 

not coincide with the Communist image of the war, which denied that 

the war was in anyway a civil war. The Weekly merely said: "We 

could have desired the resolution to have been less ambiguous. 

People who do not understand the Labour Movement might well place a 

wrong construction on the words."145 Even though the editorial 

went on to say that to infer that a civil war was taking place in 

Spain was to "falsify history and besmirch a courageous 



people" ,147 

benefit of 

Conference 

intended to 

enemies.,,148 

it apparently gave 

the doubt: "We 

resolution while 

line wup with 
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the Labour Party Conference the 

must, therefore, believe that the 

ambiguously worded was definitely 

Spanish democracy against its 

A week later, this qualified approval had changed to a view of 

the Labour Party resolution as an example to the rest of the Labour 

Movement in New Zealand. With the news that 10,000 more Italian 

troops had landed in Spain in March, the Weekly urged the New Zealand 

Government to aid Spain; the "important" resolution of the Labour 

Party conference had shown the way, and the Government and "all 

peace-loving organisations" would do well to follow that lead. 149 

Later comments on the attitude of the Labour Government tended to 

centre around New Zealand's stand at the League of Nations, urging 

the New Zealand Government to take its praiseworthy policy at Geneva 

one step further and exert its influence, as a member of the 

Commonwealth, on the British Government. It followed that since New 

Zealand, as a member of the League, had "consistently shown her 

support for real collective security and protection of an attacked 

nation against an aggressor",lSO it was only right that its 

Government should support the Republican cause in Spain. 

Jordan's speeches at the League were held up as an example of the 

progressive nature of the New Zealand Government. In July 1937, 

"International Notes" published part of the text of Jordan's latest 

speech at Geneva and commented that it showed that he had taken a 

long step forward in recognising the truth about the Spanish 

situation. But, it said, a clear lead was still needed and the 

Labour Government should be urged to disassociate itself entirely 

from non-intervention and act in "the name and spirit of the peace­

loving people [Jordan] represents."lSl 

Praise for Jordan from prominent members of the British Labour 

Movement was also published, again to reinforce the impression of the 
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reputation New Zealand had, which could, of course, only be enhanced 

by a stronger pro-Republican policy. Harry Pollitt, "popular General 

Secretary of the Communist Party of Great Britain" was quoted in July 

1937, commenting upon Jordan's speech at the League in May: 

Mr Jordan made an exceptionally fine stand on behalf of 
the Government and was treated very unsympathetically by Mr 
Eden The stand that Mr Jordan made has had very 
considerable attention in the whole British press.1S2 

The Weekly also reported the comments of Ernest Bevin, President of 

the British Trade Union Congress, on his visit to New Zealand in 

1938: "Mr Jordan expressed the views of many of the British people 

when he asserted the right of the Abyssinian and Spanish peoples at 

Geneva."lS3 

An integral part of the Weekly's encouragement of the Labour 

Government and the Labour Party on the Spanish question, was the 

argument that New Zealand's views counted overseas, that what New 

Zealand did about Spain mattered to the rest of the international 

Labour Movement. Bevin's comment, for instance, impressed upon New 

Zealanders the fact that the New Zealand Government's opinion was 

also that of many British people. A Labour Government that was a 

member of the Commonwealth, and supposedly privy to the conferences 

and decisions of the British Government, could have a decisive 

influence upon British policy. In so doing it would act as a voice 

for this large body of British pro-Republican opinion. In October 

1937, the Weekly said: 

New Zealand with its Labour Government can do much, if it 
will, by vigorous representations at London towards helping 
British Labour to force the National Government to alter its 
policy of opposition at the Spanish Government. 154 

New Zealand's special 

movement, because of 

position in the international pro-Republican 

its Labour Government, was part of the 

implication behind the frequent exhortations, in the first months of 

the war, that the honour of the New Zealand Labour Movement was at 

stake if it did not support the people of Spain.1SS 
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This appeal to New Zealand "nationalism" was only a minor part in 

much of the propaganda of the Communist Party directed towards New 

Zealanders, often less stated than implied. It may have been one of 

the most potent arguments to use; after all, this was the way Savage 

and some of his colleagues felt. And some New Zealanders, 

particularly those with some interest in the outside world, filled 

with hope and the promise of great deeds now that Labour had come to 

power, felt that New Zealand's voice had value among the councils of 

the great. The Weekly quoted Arthur Sewell, Professor of English at 

Auckland University,156 in a speech to a Left Book Club meeting 

in Auckland, in July 1938: 

Small things may turn the scales in which are measured great 
issues. N.Z. is a small country but it is not beyond the 
bounds of possibility that what New Zealand continues to say 
and do in Geneva, in London, over the busy cables of the 
world may turn the scales in Europe.IS7 

This was an encouragement of the independent stand New Zealand was 

taking at Geneva. 

progressiveness of 

the vanguard of 

Liberal and Left New Zealanders' pride in the 

their nation, their sense that New Zealand was in 

social reform, an example to the rest of the world, 

was the chord played upon in this type of propaganda. The Spanish 

crisis provided another opportunity for New Zealand to prove its 

pre-eminent position in the ranks of democratic nations. An article 

by George Jackson, Secretary of the Auckland Spanish Medical Aid 

Committee (and a member of the Communist Party) ,158 written after 

the capitulation of the Spanish Government, and concerned with the 

plight of Spanish refugees in France, concluded: 

The N.Z. Spanish Aid Committee desires that the good name of 
N.Z. be maintained. Remember that the Spaniards said that 
N.Z. was a great little country. It is a great little 
country and you can help to maintain its reputation of being 
in the forefront of human progress, by assisting these 
victims of Fascist barbarism today.1S9 

A part of the propaganda concerning New Zealand's importance in 

the international pro-Republican movement was aimed at overcoming the 

insularity of New Zealanders, the problem of distance dimming the 
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call and cushioning the impact of the war. It was of course another 

facet in the argument that the outcome of the war in Spain would have 

repercussions everywhere, even in far-away New Zealand. The Weekly 

said: "We must not be swayed by the idea that New Zealand is many 

thousands of miles distant from Spain. Wellington is no further from 

Madrid than Sarajevo."160 

Woman Today's "feminist internationalism" also stressed this 

theme. Its 1937 Christmas editorial, entitled "Peace on Earth -

Goodwill Towards Men", urged readers not to be insular and think that 

"we are not as other men" (sic): 

Too many of us close our eyes to world conflict and say "We 
are not Spain"; "The Chinese are not like us." How can we 
work for peace wholeheartedly with peacelovers of all 
nationalities while we harbour in our hearts false ideas of 
our own superiority?161 

The next year's Christmas message to the women of other lands 

conveyed similar 

lands to readers 

sentiments. It pledged to present women of other 

not as images in their national costumes, but as 

real people, "in your daily lives, facing problems such as we have in 

New Zealand".162 "These Are Children Like Ours", lamented the 

headline of an editorial, in August 1938, which discussed the wars in 

Spain and China as examples of Fascist aggression. 163 

A Communist Party leaflet used the bombing atrocities to good 

effect in this respect, asking readers to imagine a Fascist plane 

"swooping over Christchurch and bombing our women and children to 

death".164 

Another tactic used to stir New Zealanders into action was merely 

a more specific application of the general argument that, in 

supporting non-intervention, Britain was endangering its own 

interests. The Workers Weekly, said in October 1936: 

the 
with the 
achieved 

safety and independence of New Zealand are bound up 
present struggles in Spain ... A Fascist victory 

through the bombing planes and military instructors 
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