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Abstract 

This essay explores some of the complexities of the black Trinidadian Marxist 

historian and activist C.L.R. James’s insider-outsider relationship to continental 

Europe, in particular the Spanish Civil War.  The eruption of the Spanish Revolution 

in 1936 after a coup by General Franco overthrew the newly democratically elected 

Popular Front government was of tremendous hope to all those concerned about the 

rise of fascism.  As a black colonial subject and Pan-Africanist thinker, James’s 

understanding of the Spanish Civil War was also viewed through the lens of colour, 

allowing us an important insight into how race and the colonial dimension of 

metropolitan politics manifested themselves in Europe during the 1930s. 

This essay will use James’s little discussed writings for the Trotskyist and Pan-

Africanist press during this period to elucidate James’s attempt to help build solidarity 

with the Spanish Revolution.  In particular, as well as drawing inspiration from the 

eyewitness accounts of workers power in revolutionary Barcelona, James highlighted 

the importance of the colonial dimension to the Spanish Civil War with respect to the 

question of Morocco.  Finally the question of how the Spanish Civil War shaped 

James's classic 1938 history of the Haitian Revolution, The Black Jacobins, will be 

explored.   
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‘The Fever and the Fret’: C.L.R. James, the Spanish Civil War and the Writing 

of The Black Jacobins 

 
 

Stuart Hall once asked the black Trinidadian Marxist historian C.L.R. James 

(1901-89) ‘about the three great moments in which he could see a single artist 

speaking on behalf of a whole historical revolutionary moment’. 

He told me about the Acropolis, even though its architect is unknown.  He told 

me about Shakespeare, and then he told me about Picasso’s “Guernica”. He 

said, “Look at Picasso.  Look at ‘Guernica’. A wonderful painting.  What is it 

about?  It is about the Spanish people.  It is about the energies of the Spanish 

revolution.  When you look at ‘Guernica’ you see the whole movement, the 

whole maelstrom of the Spanish revolution encapsulated in an aesthetic form.” 

Hall recalls James ‘would take a postcard of ‘Guernica’ to cricket matches, 

and during intervals when play stopped he would take it out and study it.  When play 

resumed, he would put it away.’1 George Rawick once recalled that during the early 

1960s, while enjoying ‘the privilege of sharing with James the details of everyday life 

for several years in London’, James would similarly keep a postcard of ‘Guernica’ 

close to hand.2  Pablo Picasso’s 1937 masterpiece of ‘immeasurable chaos’, a 

response to the German bombing of a town during the Spanish Civil War, clearly held 

a special place in James’s heart.3  Scholars have marvelled at James’s later critical 

appreciation of that painting, and other works of art in general.4   Yet few scholars 

have discussed James’s response to the revolution and civil war in Spain itself, 

perhaps agreeing with Brett St Louis’s suggestion that James was ‘less fixated’ on 

‘the struggle over the maintenance of international socialism, epitomised by the 
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Spanish Civil War, within the European arena than other orthodox Trotskyists were’.5   

This essay, though challenging such an assumption, will not detail James’s response 

to the Spanish struggle, and how as a Trotskyist it confirmed for him the disastrous 

failure of a ‘Popular Front’ government to simply even adequately defend democracy 

from the menace of fascism, let alone challenge imperialism or capitalism.  It will 

however suggest that the revolution and civil war in Spain, and particularly the 

profound imperial and racial dynamics and dimensions of the struggle, came to be in 

the forefront of James’s mind when writing up The Black Jacobins, his magisterial 

history of the Haitian Revolution in Brighton in the winter of 1937.   As James 

famously put it in his 1938 Preface to The Black Jacobins, evoking John Keats’s Ode 

to a Nightingale, he felt ‘the fever and the fret’ of the Spanish Revolution.  ‘It was in 

the stillness of a seaside suburb that could be heard most clearly and insistently the 

booming of Franco’s heavy artillery, the rattle of Stalin’s firing squads and the fierce 

shrill turmoil of the revolutionary movement striving for clarity and influence.’6   

  

From Port of Spain to the Spanish Civil War 

Just as Trinidad had once been a French colony, it had also once been part of the 

Spanish Empire from 1498 until its capture for the British Empire in 1797.7  As James 

grew to intellectual maturity in and around Trinidad’s capital, Port of Spain, he could 

have been only too conscious of this Spanish inheritance.   There were ‘Spanish’ 

schools for ‘sons of Venezuela’, and the Roman Catholic Church was not without 

power on the island during the 1920s, as seen by the resistance when the British 

colonial government legalised divorce.  Some of James’s early short ‘barrack-yard’ 

stories used the Spanish inheritance as a backdrop, whether discussing Venezuelan 

politics in ‘Revolution’ (1931) or religion in ‘La Divina Pastora’.   James was not 
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unaware of the historic crimes of the Spanish Empire in the Caribbean and in his first 

book The Life of Captain Cipriani (1932) he noted ‘the Latin peoples’ have ‘been 

cruel and callous’.8  Yet Spanish culture seems to have been far less of an influence 

on the young James compared to French and particularly British culture, though on 

moving from colonial Trinidad to Britain in 1932, he does appreciate some sketches 

by Picasso he comes across in London.9  Nor does Spanish politics seem to come in 

for comment from James, still primarily a literary figure, at this early stage.   

The long term causes for the Spanish Civil War are many and complex, but 

the immediate event had been the election of an extremely loose ‘Popular Front’ 

coalition involving liberal Republicans, social democratic Socialists and the Spanish 

Communist Party in February 1936 after five years of deep crisis and instability.  The 

Spanish Right spread the idea the Left had stolen the elections in an illegitimate 

fashion and their electoral failure encouraged the ruling elite to turn to the extreme 

Right.  Army officers began actively plotting the downfall of the hated Republic, 

launching their uprising under General Francisco Franco in mid- July 1936.  The 

Spanish Civil War began as workers and peasants spontaneously began to resist, and 

popular resistance to Franco as the Republican state disintegrated led quickly to the 

eruption of a social revolution from below across much of Spain, in particular 

Catalonia and Aragon.10     

C.L.R. James, by now a leading figure in the tiny Pan-Africanist and 

Trotskyist movements in Britain, was clearly as thrilled and excited by the outbreak of 

revolution in Spain as anyone.  In mid-August 1936, Hans David Freund, a German-

born Jewish Trotskyist based in Barcelona and now writing under the pseudonym 

‘Moulin’, had sent an eyewitness report of ‘the insurrection of July’ to James’s 

‘Marxist Group’, noting ‘great labour history is being made.  In great red letters the 
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Spanish proletariat is engaged in writing the pages of it … Night and day the 

revolution labours in Spain, and revolution is the finest architect in the world’.11  In 

October 1936, James republished this article in the first issue of the Marxist Group’s 

new journal, Fight, and in an editorial comment saluted ‘the Spanish workers and 

peasants, men, women and children, fighting against landlord and capitalist tyranny 

with a gallantry and determination that stirs the heart of every fellow worker and 

drags a grudging admiration from even their bitterest class enemies’.  International 

working class solidarity, James argued, was the only hope for the Spanish Revolution 

as there was no point ‘begging capitalist Governments to help smash Spanish 

capitalism’.   

Yet James was optimistic as ‘the smashing of the Unemployment Scales in 

Britain in January, 1935, the stay-in strikes in France and Belgium, and now the 

unparalleled courage and self-sacrifice of the Spanish workers and peasants have 

shown that the workers are willing to fight’. Before the Communist International had 

began to organise International Brigades to Spain, James urged the raising of money 

‘not only for food and medical units but for guns, munitions and planes’ and for the 

formation of ‘battalions, large or small, that would carry in person the message of 

solidarity’.  By doing this ‘in all parts of the world’ workers ‘would build a steel ring 

of proletarian support for the United States of Soviet Spain, and by so doing carry 

themselves nearer to their own victory’.12   On 4 October 1936, members of James’s 

Marxist Group (then still active inside the larger socialist Independent Labour Party 

(ILP)) joined the victorious ‘Battle of Cable Street’ in the East End of London which 

saw over 100,000 workers successfully block a march by Sir Oswald Mosley’s British 

Union of Fascists through a predominantly Jewish area.   The rallying slogan of the 
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antifascists, ‘They Shall Not Pass’, was inspired by the slogan of those defending 

Madrid, ‘No Pasarán’.13   

In November 1936, the ILP decided to organise volunteers to go and fight with 

the POUM, the ‘Workers’ Party of Marxist Unification’, its Spanish sister party, who 

encouraged English supporters to ‘FIGHT for the World Revolution - ENLIST in the 

POUM Militia’.14  It seems James wanted to join the ILP contingent that was to leave 

from Britain for the Aragon Front to fight Franco with the POUM in early January 

1937, just as he had wanted to go and fight Mussolini in Ethiopia in 1935.15  

However, December 1936 was to be the moment when the tensions between James’s 

Marxist Group and the ILP leadership finally came to a head and James’s group 

departed from the ILP.16  Now burdened with the additional responsibility of leading 

an independent political group at a particularly stressful and crucial period, it seems 

James decided it was necessary to stay in London and raise solidarity for the Spanish 

Revolution from Britain, as he had raised solidarity for the people of Ethiopia during 

Mussolini’s barbaric war.17  

 

Building Solidarity with the Spanish Revolution 

As editor of Fight, James made sure the struggle in Spain was prominently featured in 

all its aspects, carrying regular eyewitness reports, organising fundraising appeals and 

maintaining unconditional support for the POUM, which embraced the slogan ‘To 

conquer or die’ and declared itself for the Spanish Revolution.18 As Fight put it, ‘the 

Spanish battlefield is the greatest present battlefield in the class struggle, and the only 

victory for the workers is the victory of international socialism’.  James’s Marxist 

Group, following Leon Trotsky’s characterisation of the POUM as ‘Left centrist’, 

were prepared to be fraternally critical when this was felt necessary, for example with 
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the decision of POUM leader Andreu Nin to enter the ‘Popular Front’ Catalan 

government in October 1936 instead of working for its overthrow.19  As it happened, 

in December 1936, Nin was to be thrown out of the Catalan government after direct 

pressure from the Soviet Union on the Republican authorities and amid a rising tide of 

ferocious Stalinist smears and violent repression against the allegedly ‘Trotskyite’ 

POUM.  James’s Marxist Group now put itself forward as the most ardent defenders 

of the POUM in Britain, and began selling the POUM’s English weekly bulletin The 

Spanish Revolution alongside Fight, noting in January 1937 that ‘at this critical period 

in the revolution, the Communist International shows its counter-revolutionary role’.20   

  The co-editor of the English edition of The Spanish Revolution was Mary 

Stanley Low, a young English surrealist poet who had gone to Spain in July 1936, and 

joined the POUM women’s militia in Catalonia, working in their English-language 

radio service, ‘Radio POUM.’  The Spanish Revolution, from its offices on Rambla de 

los Estudios, Barcelona, reported regularly on the British ILP volunteers fighting with 

the POUM, including one Eric Blair or ‘Comrade Blair’ – better known as the writer 

George Orwell.21  However, as the persecution against the POUM intensified, Mary 

Low and her partner, another surrealist poet, the Cuban born Trotskyist Juan Breá, 

who had fought with the POUM and twice been arrested by the Stalinists, got out of 

Spain in February 1937.    

 

There was little more to keep us in Barcelona after January [1937]. The 

militias were over, with the coming of militarisation ... There remained the 

war to be won, certainly, but it was the revolution in which we were 

interested.  For the time being it seemed to have gone into cold storage.22 
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Low and Breá wrote up their inspiring eyewitness account of their travels during ‘the 

first six months of the Revolution and the Civil War’ in Spain, and secured a contract 

with Secker & Warburg, who were then in the process of publishing James’s 

pioneering anti-Stalinist history of ‘the rise and fall of the Communist International’, 

World Revolution.  James’s work appeared in April 1937 and he had concluded with a 

discussion of Spain.   

Bourgeois democracy is doomed in Spain … the choice lies between the 

capitalist Fascist dictatorship, or the Socialist Workers’ State.  If the workers 

are to win against Franco and his German and Italian allies … the war must be 

a revolutionary war by workers and peasants organised in Soviets or other 

workers’ organisations.  But the Soviet bureaucracy made the fight for a 

democratic Spain a condition of assistance; and the bureaucracy and its agents, 

though active against Franco, are now preventing Spanish workers and 

peasants from doing the very things that created Soviet Russia.23 

Indeed, James had predicted ‘the day is near when the Stalinists will join 

reactionary governments in shooting revolutionary workers.  They cannot avoid it.’24  

In May 1937, a month after World Revolution came out, James was tragically proved 

right as the Republican government with Communist support repressed the POUM 

and anarchists in Barcelona by force, imprisoning thousands and murdering dozens.25  

Incredibly, one of those briefly arrested in June 1937 in Barcelona, Charles Orr, an 

American socialist who was working for the POUM, had actually been reading 

James’s World Revolution in the days before his arrest.26  James was therefore one 

obvious person to be asked to write an introduction for Low and Breá’s Red Spanish 

Notebook, which came out later in 1937, priced 5 shillings.  Secker & Warburg 
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marketed it as ‘the only study of the Spanish War written from the POUM viewpoint.  

Not only of political importance, but a brilliant piece of reportage recreating the 

atmosphere of the first six months.’27  In his introduction, James praised Low and 

Breá’s achievement as having provided to the ordinary reader, ‘better than all the 

spate of books on Spain, some idea of the new society that is struggling so desperately 

to be born’. 

For Breá and Mary Low, despite their eye for picturesque personalities, are 

proletarian revolutionaries, and their little book shows us the awakening of a 

people.  The boot-black who good-humouredly but firmly refuses a tip, 

showing his union-cards; the peasant who will not be kept waiting as of old 

because equality exists now; the hundreds of women stealing away from their 

men to join the women’s militia - and attend Marxist classes, throwing off the 

degrading subservience of centuries and grasping with both hands at the new 

life … for the eager thousands who march through these pages, smashing up 

the old and tumultuously beginning the new, worker’s power emerged half-

way from books, became something that they could touch and see, a concrete 

alternative to the old slavery.28    

 
George Orwell, who had just returned wounded from Spain having ‘touched 

and seen’ both workers’ power and then Stalinist counter-revolutionary terror in 

Barcelona while fighting in the POUM militia, praised Red Spanish Notebook in his 

review in Time and Tide on 9 October 1937, for ‘by a series of intimate day-to-day 

pictures … it shows you what human beings are like when they are trying to behave 

as human beings and not as cogs in the capitalist machine’. Indeed, on returning to 

London Orwell also picked up a copy of James’s World Revolution, which he thought 
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a ‘very able book’, and in July 1937 made inquires as to how many copies it had sold, 

noting ‘the people who read that book would be the kind likely to read a book on 

Spain written from the non-Communist standpoint’.29 According to Louise Cripps, a 

good friend and comrade of James’s in the Marxist Group, Orwell, presumably while 

working on what would become his classic Homage to Catalonia in the summer of 

1937, met with James and was a ‘serious enquirer’ into Trotskyism.  ‘Since he was so 

vehemently against Stalin’s regime in the Soviet Union, he read and approved the 

literature we had.’30   

Meanwhile back in Spain, as 1937 progressed, the POUM steadily became 

overwhelmed by the state repression now engulfing them.  In June 1937, the POUM 

was declared an illegal organisation and its leader Nin arrested as a ‘counter-

revolutionary’ by the Spanish Republican government - later to be kidnapped and 

executed by Soviet agents.   While the Marxist Group wrote letters in protest to the 

British press and Spanish Embassy, Fight was merciless in its criticism of the POUM 

leadership, for failing to have acted independently of those to the right of it at crucial 

moments. ‘Emotionalism, heroism, good intentions, etc., play a big part in 

revolutionary struggles, but these qualities alone never did, and never shall, guarantee 

the success of the struggle.’31 

Instead of being prepared and organised to go underground, many of 

its leaders were captured by the Government without the slightest difficulty.  

Many have shed their blood and fought bravely.  But when will these 

sentimentalists learn that a revolution is not a football match, where you greet 

the vanquished with “Well played, Sir,” and everyone goes home happy?  The 

masses in a revolution have always shed their blood without stint and 
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displayed conspicuous bravery.  What in history has surpassed the defence of 

Madrid and the self-sacrifice of the Asturian miners?  And yet how very, very 

far are the Spanish workers today from the socialist revolution!  We know the 

cursed treachery of the Stalinists, we know how hard they have made the task, 

but we have to accept that.32  

Race, Empire and the Spanish Revolution  

When the ‘Nationalist’ rebels under General Franco launched their military uprising 

in mid-July 1936, it had began in Spanish North Africa.  Franco commanded the 

Army of Africa, the local colonial army made up of some 45,000 men and including 

Moroccan troops, the Foreign Legion and regular Spanish troops.  The Army of 

Africa were combat ready, and in late July 1936 Hitler and Mussolini sent aircraft to 

help transport them across the Straits of Gibraltar in what Durgan notes was ‘the first 

great military airlift in history’.  The rebels would be helped by far more foreign aid 

than the Republicans, including not just arms, ammunition and other material but also 

military training and advice from Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy. They also had more 

trained professional officers, for three quarters of the 9000 serving officers of the 

Spanish army fought for Franco.   Yet recent research suggests that, as Durgan notes, 

‘the Army of Africa was so important in the first months of the war that the 

Nationalists would probably have been defeated without its participation’. The Army 

of Africa ‘were used with devastating effect to spearhead the rebels’ drive in the south 

and west of the peninsula’ in a ‘colonial style war’ that relied on terror and small but 

highly trained units.   In all, ‘nearly 80,000 Moroccan troops fought in the war, 

playing a central role as the Nationalists’ shock troops’ all over Spain.33   
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In 1908, Spain had invaded Morocco, one of the last European nations to join 

the ‘Scramble for Africa’.  The crumbling Moroccan Empire in 1908 was largely 

under French control, and in 1912, at the Treaty of Fez, France granted Spain a small 

strip of North-Eastern Morocco as a bribe for her support against Germany. The 

Spanish established an ‘Army of Africa’ which recruited Moroccans to fight under a 

brutal pro-colonial Spanish officer class, and the ‘work of civilisation’ began in 

earnest.34  By 1936, when Franco turned to the ‘Army of Africa’ to spearhead his 

counter-revolution, Durgan notes ‘most Moroccan recruits were members of tribes 

that had traditionally collaborated with the colonial authorities so coercion was 

limited’.   

The economic rewards, the main motivation for fighting, were quite high in a 

context where the failed harvest of the previous winter meant that hardship 

among many peasant families was greater than normal.  Ideological pressure 

was also exerted, both in an appeal to participate in a war of the ‘great 

religions’ against the ‘atheist’ Republic, and, even more cynically, through 

vague promises of autonomy or even independence.35 

 The resulting contradictions, as Paul Trewhela has noted, were incredible.  

Thus the paradox of the bourgeois counter-revolution, a crusade of the Roman 

Catholic Church militans, compelled to find its shock troops in Islam.  The 

nation whose military aristocracy was formed through seven centuries of war 

aimed at expelling the Muslims to Africa, now depended on the return of the 

Muslim army of Africa for the preservation of its private property, Church and 

State in Europe.36  
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Franco had been forced to cynically make vague promises of future colonial 

liberation because of the Moroccan people’s rich history of resistance.  In the Rif 

mountain ranges of Morocco, a cluster of Berber agricultural and herding groups, 

famed as warriors, resided with a degree of autonomy from Spain.  After 1919, when 

Spain attempted to extend its control over its whole Protectorate, one Berber chief, 

Mohammad Abdel Krim, born in Morocco in 1882 and educated in Spain, led the 

resistance.  As the British socialist J.F. Horrabin noted in 1935, 

[Abdel Krim] knew how to organise and how to possess himself of up-to-date 

arms and ammunition.  Even better, he knew how to arouse the spirit of 

haughty independence and the fanatical courage of his compatriots.  In 1921 

he and his men fell upon the Spaniards at Anual, and wiped out the Spanish 

army … It was the bitterest blow any European nation had suffered since the 

Russia of the Tsar had had to sue for peace from Japan.37 

Indeed, as Sebastian Balfour notes, the defeat of the Spanish colonial army at 

Anual in July 1921 was more disastrous than the 1898 Spanish-American War, more 

devastating than the Italian military defeat by the Ethiopians at Adowa in 1896, and 

more severe than the British military defeats at Isandhlwana in 1879 at the hands of 

the Zulu army, in Eastern Sudan from 1882-85 during the Mahdi uprising, and at the 

hands of the Boers in South Africa.  About 8000 to 12,000 soldiers in not just Anual 

but all over the east of Spanish Morocco perished in under three weeks, in part 

because of the behaviour of Moroccan conscripts in the Spanish army. 

When faced with overwhelming odds … the reaction of many Moroccan 

soldiers in Spanish pay was not to die for Spain but to join their brothers on 

the winning side and shoot the alien infidel … Krim now commanded an army 
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in which most of the tribes of north-east Morocco had united in a new jihad to 

eject the ancient enemy from their land.38  

The ‘Disaster of Annual’ led to a complete undermining of King Alfonso’s 

authority and the decision of the military high command to seize power and suspend 

the constitution in Spain, installing General Miguel Primo de Riviera in 1923.   The 

bloodied Army of Africa wanted to now take revenge in Morocco for their 

humiliation. From 1924 the Spanish air force waged chemical warfare (mustard gas, 

incendiary bombs and TNT) to try in vain to bring Krim to the negotiating table.  In 

spring 1925, Krim, whose irregular army mustered about 20,000, launched a 

devastating surprise attack on the French, but this inevitably threw the French and 

Spanish into a military alliance, one able to call upon 90,000 men, with tanks and air 

support.39 

In 1925 a combined Franco-Spanish offensive began against the Riff.  

Abd’el and his men fought superbly – and desperately.  But the end was 

certain.  In 1926 a victory at Alhucemas placed laurels on the Spanish 

dictator’s brow; and later that year Abd’el Krim surrendered to the French.  

The last vestiges of Moroccan independence had gone.  They did not shoot 

Abd’el Krim, as “military justice” in the case of a “rebel” might have 

demanded.  But they sent him, an exile to the Island of Reunion, one of the 

French possessions east of Madagascar, in the Indian Ocean.40   

Yet liberals and progressives who thought that the birth of the Second 

Republic in Spain in 1931 would mean an end to such a brutal and murderous colonial 

policy were mistaken.  The centre-left government of 1931-33 did nothing to redress 

the historic injustices and crimes in colonies like Morocco, let alone grant 



16 
 

independence.  Indeed, Franco’s cynical promises of colonial ‘liberation’ were never 

matched by the ‘progressive’ leaders of Spain or France, even after the ‘Popular 

Front’ government was swept to power in 1936.41   Moroccan nationalists who had 

appealed directly for independence to the Spanish Popular Front electoral coalition 

were rebuffed.42   Durgan notes among many Moroccans who subsequently joined 

Franco’s forces there was ‘a desire to get revenge for years of humiliation and 

repression at the hands of the Spanish,’ immaterial of whether Spain was monarchical 

or republican, autocratic or democratic.43  Yet despite this, many Moroccans did still 

resist Franco, and Balfour records ‘fierce opposition in certain areas of Spanish 

Morocco to the enlistment drive, despite the heavy-handed tactics employed by the 

Spanish army against any dissent’.44   

In response to Franco’s great mobilisation of Moroccan troops, anti-

imperialists, including the POUM and the anarcho-syndicalist trade union federation, 

the Confederatión Nacional de Trabajo (CNT), urged the Spanish ‘Popular Front’ 

government to try and trigger a revolt in Franco’s rear by declaring Morocco 

independent.  Some no doubt recalled how the Communist International in its early 

years had repeatedly warned precisely against the possibility of colonial troops being 

used by the old ruling classes to crush workers’ revolution in Europe.45   An appeal 

issued by the tiny international Trotskyist movement in late July 1936 paraphrased 

Marx, noting ‘a people which oppresses another cannot emancipate itself’ before 

demanding the Spanish Republican government ‘free the Moroccan people!  You will 

make of them a formidable ally…’46   Yet Largo Caballero’s government refused to 

do so, on the grounds that setting such a precedent might threaten British and French 

colonial interests.47  Indeed, in early 1937, as Robin D.G. Kelley notes, ‘the Caballero 
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government went so far as to offer territorial concessions to France and Britain in 

exchange for Western support’.48  

In general, imperial ‘respectability’ and ‘orthodoxy’ in were the watchwords 

of the day, in order that the Republican government could try and maintain middle-

class support at home and win support from the liberal democracies of Britain and 

France abroad.49  As James put it succinctly in Fight in October 1936, ‘had the 

Spanish Popular Front not been a capitalist Government it would have helped the 

Moors of Spanish Morocco to achieve independence and found allies instead of 

enemies’.50  Yet, having rejected the idea that black Africans from Morocco could be 

part of a revolutionary solution to winning the war against Franco, ‘General Franco’s 

Moors’ inevitably instead became part of the problem for the Popular Front 

governments of France and Spain and their supporters, including the Communists.  

All the old racial prejudices against Muslims and black Africans slowly came once 

again to the fore.51 When racist ‘explanations’ of why many Moroccans had sided 

with Franco were made, they were often not challenged and even accepted by some 

Communist Parties, including the CPGB.52  In London, George Padmore in his 1937 

work Africa and World Peace tore into what he called ‘the chauvinist attitude which 

reflects itself in the columns of even some of the so-called revolutionary papers in 

Britain today, which would disgrace the pages of even the most reactionary journals’. 

 

Surely we shall not achieve fraternity and international solidarity between the 

workers of the oppressing nations with the toiling masses of the oppressed 

nations by calling the latter “black riff-raff”, “scum of the earth” and 

“mercenaries”, as supporters of the Communist Party now dubbed Franco’s 

Moors.53  
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As a result, though many Pan-Africanists in Britain had been thrilled by the 

news of the struggle against fascism in Spain - which had after all seen many black 

Americans attempting to avenge Ethiopia by journeying to fight in Spain in the 

Lincoln Battalion, as well as Paul Robeson visiting Spain in solidarity – they also had 

to spend time accounting for the vexing issue of Franco’s Moroccan troops to the 

British Left.54  Such reports were vital as the looming victory of General Franco was 

not just to be a devastating blow to all those who had hoped that the growing spread 

of fascism in Europe would at last be resisted.55  That Franco had won with the 

assistance of black African troops only served to reinforce the still dominant idea on 

the European left that Africans among all colonised people were somehow 

particularly ‘backward’ and ‘primitive’.  

In July 1938, Nehru raised the case of ‘the Moors in Spanish Morocco’ and 

how ‘the forces of reaction misled them and exploited them to their own advantage’ at 

the ‘London Conference on Peace and Empire’.  ‘The subject peoples are no longer 

docile and capable of being used to suit the purposes of imperial powers’, Nehru 

declared.56   Yet such a lesson was clearly lost on another keynote speaker at the 

conference, the British Labour politician and prominent advocate of the Popular Front 

Sir Stafford Cripps, who conceded that while India was strong enough to have 

freedom now, Africa for some time would have to be governed by ‘trusteeship’ under 

some sort of international mandate.  Cripps was accordingly heckled from the 

conference floor by members of the International African Service Bureau (IASB) 

around Padmore and then savaged in the IASB journal International African Opinion 

by James.    
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It is clear that Sir Stafford Cripps has the typical vice of many European 

Socialists, even revolutionaries. He conceives Africans as essentially passive 

recipients of freedom given to them by Europeans.  Possibly Sir Stafford 

thinks that the British working class will gain freedom by the ballot-box and 

the speeches of Major Attlee and himself.  Thinking Africans know that 

ultimately they will win theirs, arms in hand, or forever remain slaves.  The 

Moors are fighting with Franco for their further enslavement.  If the Spanish 

Loyalist Government had offered them their independence, they would have 

fought with it.  But on one side or the other Africans will have to fight.  They 

will organise themselves, create armies, develop leaders.  We have an historic 

parallel.  The half-brutish and degraded slaves in San Domingo in 1791 joined 

the French Revolution.  In six years illiterate slaves were Generals of division 

and able administrators … The African slaves will do the same and more at 

the prospect of a new existence.  Without them and the other colonial masses, 

the British worker can win at most only temporary success.  Is it to leaders and 

people like these who have conquered their liberty in blood and sacrifice that 

Sir Stafford will offer his “trusteeship”?57 

 

It was in order to fight such reactionary ideas on the British Left as 

‘trusteeship’ that in part explains James’s motivation for concluding his great epic 

narrative of the Haitian Revolution in The Black Jacobins with his prediction of the 

coming ‘African Revolution’ rather than say, with the Caribbean labour rebellions of 

the 1930s which might have seemed a more obvious place for James to conclude.58 

The Spanish Revolution also shaped James’s discussion of the Haitian 

Revolution in other ways than simply demonstrating that, as James noted in 1938, ‘as 
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Franco’s Moors have once more proved, the revolution in Europe will neglect 

coloured workers at its peril’.59   The sheer violence and terror involved had certainly 

reminded James that ‘a revolution is not a football match, where you greet the 

vanquished with “Well played, Sir,” and everyone goes home happy’.  Nor was a 

revolution any sort of dinner party game for parliamentarians to play, given there was 

always the threat of counter-revolution at the door.  

A black general dining with Lacroix pointed to his two daughters and asked 

him, “Are these to go back to slavery?”  It was as if they could not believe it.  

So your liberal or social-democrat hesitates and dithers until the sledge-

hammer of Fascism falls on his head, or a Franco launches his carefully 

prepared counter-revolution.60  

There seem to be a number of other allusions to the Spanish Civil War in the 

The Black Jacobins, though many of the most explicit references to ‘Franco’s Moors’ 

James made in 1938 were removed from the revised edition in 1963.  James seems to 

have had the heroic International Brigades who rallied to fight Franco in mind when 

he noted that ‘there were Jacobin workmen in Paris who would have fought for the 

blacks against Bonaparte’s troops.  But the international movement was not then what 

it is today, and there were none in San Domingo.’61  James’s discussions of the 

importance of moral as well as material factors in securing military victories for 

Toussaint’s black army against various invading imperialist armies trying to re-

impose slavery in Saint Domingue could only have been sharpened by Spanish Civil 

War.   ‘An army is a miniature of the society which produces it’, James commented in 

The Black Jacobins, and he had followed the intense debates over ‘militarisation’ 

among the Loyalist forces which entailed the shift away from the revolutionary 
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democratic if amateur anti-fascist militias towards a traditional style professional 

Popular Army during 1936.62  The failure of that Popular Army to triumph in the 

Spanish Civil War as the Red Army under Trotsky had done during the Russian Civil 

War was tragic, but came as no surprise to James.   ‘Once more the masses had 

received a shattering blow – not from the bullets of the enemy, but from where the 

masses most often receive it, from their own trembling leaders.’63  The shift from  

people’s militias built from below fighting in defence of a revolution to a hierarchical 

army solely concerned with winning a conventional war on behalf of representatives 

of liberal capitalism had helped to undermine the most precious resource of any 

military force – its morale.   

 Overall, the Spanish Civil War brought home once again to James the critical 

and fundamental importance of principled leadership to any successful revolution.  

The Haitian Revolution had triumphed in no small part thanks to Toussaint 

Louverture.   When the sans culottes rose up in August 1792 in Paris to bring the 

Bourbon monarchy crashing down, initially the black rebels of Saint Domingue were 

persuaded to continue fighting against the new French Republic in alliance with 

Spanish imperialism.  As James wrote in The Black Jacobins,  

For the moment the blacks, like Franco’s Moors, did not know where their 

true interests lay.  And if they did, it was not their fault, because the French 

Revolution, being still in the hands of Liberals and “moderates” was clearly 

bent on driving the blacks back to the old slavery.  Thus, when the Spaniards 

in San Domingo offered the blacks an alliance against the French Government, 

naturally, and again like Franco’s Moors, they accepted.  Here white men 

offering them guns and ammunition and supplies, recognising them as 
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soldiers, treating them as equals and asking them to shoot other whites.  All 

trooped over to join the Spanish forces … and Jean François and Biassou were 

appointed lieutenants-general of the armies of the King of Spain.  Toussaint 

went also … like all the other blacks, Toussaint attacked the godless kingless 

republic and fought in the name of royalty…64 

Just as Franco had backed up his talk of war against ‘atheism’ and promises of 

some future liberation coupled with material rewards, so in Saint Domingue, James 

noted, ‘the British and Spaniards could second their propaganda with offers of money 

and guns’ and so imperialist Britain, like Spain, ‘got blacks to fight on their side by 

paying them’.65   Yet in Toussaint, the Haitian Revolution had someone who could 

see clearly through even the most carefully planned imperialist plotting and 

propaganda.    As James wrote of Toussaint,  

One can feel his spontaneous horror at the news of a rising provoked by the 

British among the cultivators of a district in the North Province. “You will not 

have much difficulty in divining whence has come this terrible blow.  Is it then 

possible that the labourers will always be the plaything and the instruments of 

vengeance of those monsters whom hell has loosed upon this colony? … The 

blood of so many victims cries for vengeance, and human and divine justice 

cannot delay to confound the guilty.”66  

No doubt James was thinking about his own ‘spontaneous horror’ when he 

read of the Army of Africa’s rising against the Spanish Republic.  But while the 

Haitian slaves had a leader like Toussaint, the closest to a Toussaint the people of 

Morocco had in 1936 was languishing in a French prison thousands of miles away 
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from his homeland.67  One wonders if Abdel Krim thought of Toussaint at all during 

the Spanish Civil War… 

The issues raised by Franco’s Moroccan conscripts, together with the wider 

questions of race and empire in respect to the Spanish Civil War which it raised, 

shaped the arguments driven home by James about the lessons to be learned from the 

Haitian Revolution.  At a time when most on the European Left felt confirmed in their 

prejudiced dismissal of the political potential of Africans after the role played by 

Franco’s Army of Africa, James insisted on stressing ‘the creative capacity of the 

African people’ at the close of The Black Jacobins.68  Yet it is worth also recalling 

how James’s classic work was shaped by the days of hope in revolutionary Spain, 

themselves passionately recorded in another classic work also published by Secker & 

Warburg in 1938, Homage to Catalonia.  As George Orwell noted, ‘the Spanish 

militias, while they lasted, were a sort of microcosm of a classless society.  In that 

community where no one was on the make, where there was a shortage of everything 

but no privilege and no boot-licking, one got, perhaps, a crude forecast of what the 

opening stages of Socialism might be like.’69  The revolutionary spirit of those 

Spanish militias also found their way onto the pages of The Black Jacobins, helping to 

make it the enduring inspiration - and weapon - it remains.  

The violent conflicts of our age enable our practised vision to see into 

the very bones of previous revolutions more easily than heretofore … such is 

our age, and this book is of it, with something of the fever and the fret.  Nor 

does the writer regret it.  The book is the history of a revolution and written 

under different circumstances it would have been a different but not 

necessarily better book.70   
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