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Josie McLellan’s book is a pleasant surprise in a number of ways:
first, because there has been little interest abroad, and especially in
Britain, in the fate of the Germans who fought in the Spanish Civil
War; and secondly, because foreign interest in GDR history has long
been overshadowed by West German post-war history. And as the
study under review treats both the Spanish Civil War and its recep-
tion in the official GDR historiography, gaining access to the sources
required was presumably a laborious task. And thirdly, the author
poses interesting questions to which, on the basis of a comprehensive
knowledge of the literature and a thorough study of the sources, she
finds convincing answers.

Josie McLellan does not restrict herself to describing the fate of the
Germans who fought in Spain after the end of the Spanish republic,
and again after the end of the Second World War, in particular, in the
GDR. She widens the question by investigating the expectations and
experiences, shaped by the Civil War, of the mainly Communist
German members of the International Brigades. She combines with
this the question of continuities and discontinuities in pre- and post-
war German Communism, which provided the political environment
of the Germans who fought in Spain. From there she moves on to the
role played by anti-fascism as a legitimation for, and a propaganda
instrument in, the GDR’s system of rule. Here the members of the
International Brigades played as important a part as the actors in the
internal German resistance. And finally, she compares the traditions
of canonized anti-fascism with the memories and self-stylizations of
the Germans who had fought in Spain, who were hardly able to
object to the way in which they were used by the SED (Socialist Unity
Party) regime. In a number of cases, however, they were able to pre-
serve their own memories and opinions in private.

To start with, the author provides a brief but accurate collective
biography of the Germans who fought in Spain: average age, politi-
cal affiliation, deployment in Spain, and the usually painful course
taken by their lives after the defeat of the Spanish republic, which
often led them through French internment camps, and thereafter
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through German concentration camps. Because of its predominantly
Communist orientation, the Soviet Occupation Zone and later GDR
provided a future home for most of them. As early as the late sum-
mer of 1945, a first meeting of veterans of Spain was held in East
Berlin. As individuals and as a group, they henceforth formed a his-
torical entity with its own fate and its own history.

In the early post-war period, the SED frequently used them as an
advertisement, as a particularly impressive example of anti-fascist
resistance, and they were meant to help rehabilitate the German peo-
ple. With the beginning of the Stalinization of the SED, their role was
degraded to that of a decorative façade. From the late 1940s, to show
signs of displeasure at the appointment of former Nazi functionaries
to positions in the GDR state administration was no longer oppor-
tune for veterans of the fighting in Spain. And between 1948 and
1953, Spanish veterans increasingly fell victim to the purges which
were directed mainly at ‘Western emigrants’. The anxieties created at
this time were deep-seated, as McLellan demonstrates using the
example of unpublished memoirs. Some of the eye-witnesses she
interviewed were still nervous, fifty years on, and refused to allow
their statements to be tape-recorded.

With the beginning of the de-Stalinization of the entire Eastern
bloc from 1956, the SED corrected its course in ways which benefited
the Spanish fighters. The SED now ‘discovered’ the veterans’ past,
which meant a noticeable rise in their public standing, but also
brought with it constant appropriation of their history by Party and
state. In 1963 the Solidarity Committee for the Spanish People was
founded. And manuscripts long locked away could at last be pub-
lished. The Party even encouraged the veterans, many of whom had
retired during the 1960s, to commit their memories to paper, in some
cases under the direction of Party historians appointed for the sole
purpose of directing their statements and thus bringing out the ‘cor-
rect’ truths. The texts were collected in the central Party archive of the
Institute for Marxism–Leninism. In 1968, a memorial to the Spanish
fighters was unveiled in Berlin.

But, as McLellan demonstrates, this official concern on the part of
the Party and state also had another, darker, face. The veterans of the
fighting in Spain served as a living demonstration of the way in
which Communism cultivated its traditions, and they could not devi-
ate from the path prescribed for them without falling into disfavour.
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What was celebrated was a heroic, male, fighter type. The role of the
women who had taken part in the Spanish Civil War was neglected,
and politically undesirable people were at best ignored. Even the fact
that the Spanish Republic had lost the war, and that the veterans
were therefore on the losing side, did not fit into this heroic story-
line, and, after a personal intervention by Walter Ulbricht, was cut
out of the official history. The significance of the anarchists in the
Civil War, including the relatively few Germans among them, was
passed over in complete silence, while participants in, and eye-wit-
nesses of, the Spanish war who, at the time, had been close to the
Partido Obrero de Unificación Marxista (POUM, Workers’ Party of
Marxist Unification), denounced by the Communists as ‘Trotskyist’,
were sharply attacked. These included Willy Brandt, who at that time
had been a member of the Sozialistische Arbeiterpartei (Socialist
Workers’ Party), which co-operated with POUM. The fiercest attacks,
however, were reserved for those veterans of the Spanish fighting
who had at some stage left the Communist Party, such as Gustav
Regler and Alfred Kantorowicz.

Perceptions of the Spanish war and its protagonists presented in
literature, music, and theatre, however, were different. Wolf Bier-
mann was the first to introduce tragic hues in the image of the
Spanish fighters who, ultimately, had failed. Intellectuals and, espe-
cially, dissident members of the younger generation tried to differ-
entiate between the Spanish veterans who had been painted in stark
primary colours. This included pointing out that a dubious figure
such as Erich Mielke, head of the Stasi, was counted among the vet-
erans of the Spanish fighting. But subtly exercised censorship, not
least the self-censorship demanded of eye-witnesses and historians,
ensured that these sorts of critical thoughts were not disseminated.

After Ulbricht’s fall from power the situation became a little more
relaxed. Spanish veterans who had been disciplined, like Franz
Dahlem, were partially rehabilitated, or were allowed to express
themselves in public again, like Walter Janka. None the less, rehabil-
itation was selective, and the veterans who had fallen victim to
Stalin’s purges continued to be passed over in silence. In order not to
cast any doubt on the SED’s official version of history, constant sub-
mission to Party discipline to the point of self-denial was demanded
of the Spanish fighters. This situation came to an end only with the
end of the GDR. Their ideological socialization, however, will proba-
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bly prevent the few living eye-witnesses, who, in the course of a long
life, have survived the Spanish Republic, the Franco regime, the
Soviet Union, and not least the GDR, from taking full advantage of
the freedom achieved at last.

Josie McLellan has presented the history of the Spanish fighters in
the GDR in a brief but precise and well-written study. She recognizes
the political role attributed to them with unerring accuracy, thus
revealing a sober and realistic understanding of the system on which
the SED state was based. Her investigation is grounded on a thor-
ough study of the sources, especially of material which has not pre-
viously been available to Western researchers. The reviewer, who
himself worked on the history of the German veterans of the Spanish
Civil War twenty years ago, acknowledges this with admiration and
some envy. And McLellan has been able to seek out and interview
some surviving eye-witnesses. As a non-German, it was probably
easier for her to gain access to people whose political preconceptions
may have led them to refuse to talk to a West German historian. This
book deserves the highest respect and praise because of the author’s
clear and sober judgement, her palpable empathy for the Spanish
fighters exploited by political powers, and her solid knowledge of
German post-war history.

PATRIK VON ZUR MÜHLEN was a Research Fellow at the Fried-
rich-Ebert-Stiftung from 1975 to 2004. He has published extensively
on exile and emigration during the Third Reich, the Spanish Civil
War, and the history of the GDR. Among his publications are Spanien
war ihre Hoffnung: Die deutsche Linke im Spanischen Bürgerkrieg
1936–1939 (1983), Fluchtweg Spanien–Portugal: Die deutsche Emigration
und der Exodus aus Europa (1992), and Aufbruch und Umbruch in der
DDR: Bürgerbewegung, kritische Öffentlichkeit und Niedergang der SED-
Herrschaft (2000).
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