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This dissertation recovers literary works by American women witnesses of
the Spanish Civil War. Central to this discussion are poems by Joy Davidman,
Genevieve Taggard, Edna St. Vincent Millay, and Muriel Rukeyser, as well as
memoirs by Josephine Herbst and Lini DeVries. This dissertation contextualizes
these works as “autobiographies of witness”—metonymically voiced, politically
engaged self-writing.

Chapter One shows how metonymic self-writing challenges conventional
definitions of autobiography. Because the metonymic self-writing considered
here emanates from the experience of war trauma, this chapter provides an
overview of trauma theory and literature. [t further addresses the crisis of
witnessing which American participants in the Spanish Civil War faced upon
returning home. In such a crisis, autobiographies of witness play a crucial role in
giving voice and political clout to those whose testimonies contradict dominant
national agendas.

Chapter Two recovers and valorizes the political poetry of Davidman,
Taggard, and Millay. Because these women tended to write outside the dominant
camps of literary production of their day, their poetry has been marginalized. Yet
the Spanish Civil War poems of Davidman, Taggard, and Millay give us
particular insight into the way these insider-outsider poets shaped their own
unique poetic tradition, marked by a metonymic stance in their self-
representations vis-a-vis Spain.

Chapter Three examines Rukeyser’s Spanish Civil War poems in the light

of her traumatic experience of the war. This chapter shows how the metonymic
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stance is linked to the bearing of traumatic testimony, as the bearer of such
testimony must speak both confessionally and personally and as part of larger
body of fellow sufferers.

Chapter Four considers the differences between secondary and primary
witnessing. Taking the memoirs of Herbst and DeVries as examples, this chapter
demonstrates how secondary witnesses may be so scarred by the act of bearing
witness for another that they become primary witnesses themselves.

This dissertation concludes with an overview of other Spanish Civil War
writing by American women which does not fit the definition of the
autobiography of witness. It further considers how later generations of politicized
American women writers has been influenced by the literary work of those who

earlier bore witness to the war in Spain.
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Introduction

Literary production flourished both at the front and behind the lines, throughout
the Spanish Civil War. “There were few writers. . . of any stature, in any language or
medium, who did not find their sympathies and talents engaged in the struggle which
went on in Spain from 1936 to 1939, Alvah Bessie affirms in his preface to The Heart of
Spain (v). The body of testimonial literature produced by Amecricans involved in the
Spanish Civil War--both those who experienced the war physically, and those at home
who trained their intellectual energies upon it--is one of the most impassioned yet
consistently overlooked bodies of literature in American history. If we think of American
writers involved in the Spanish war at all, we usually mention such well-known males as
Emest Hemingway and John Dos Passos. Although American women did bear witness to
this conflict and bear witness to it as well, their accounts of the war have nearly vanished
from our cultural memory. Among these overlooked and under-appreciated writers of the
Spanish Civil War are poets Joy Davidman, Genevieve Taggard, Edna St. Vincent
Millay, and Muriel Rukeyser; joining them are memoirists Josephine Herbst and Lini
DeVries.! This dissertation seeks to rediscover the Spanish Civil War writing of these
six women, and to read it as some of the most powerful and prolific testimony on that war

produced by Americans.

The Spanish Civil War and American Participation

Civil war broke out in Spain in July of 1936, as Fascist military general Francisco
Franco led his troops in a bloody revolt against their country’s legally elected, Socialist-
Republican government. The insurgent Spanish military was immediately lauded and

supported by the Catholic Church and the ruling classes of Spain--a minority of the

1 Other American women writers—such as Martha Gelthorn, Dorothy Parker, and Lillian Hellman-also
spent time in Spain during the war and documented it in journalistic essays. While this dissertation briefly
examines their literary efforts as well (seemy Conclusion), I will keep my focus on those American women
who wrote about the war outside the boundaries of journalism.
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country’s population, but eminently wealthier and more powerful than the masses who
had earlier that year voted the Republicans into power. As Franco and his troops began
to storm the country in the summer of 1936, working-class Spain rallied to a hasty and
ardent defense of their government.2

What began that summer as a military revolt and ensuing civil war became, in
fact, a three-year-tony struggle of international proportions. Joining forccs with the
rebelling Spanish faction were Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini, who saw in Franco’s
fascism the sparks of their own deadly dreams. Thus the Spanish Civil War, in
contemporary historical assessment, became the first battlefield of World War [I. The
infamous fire-bombing and destruction of the Spanish town of Guernica were, after all,
the work of Hitler’s own Condor Legion. For the forces of 1930s Fascism, the embattled
nation of Spain became a kind of expansive testing ground, where newly invented
military technology could be tried with impunity upon civilians.

From July 1936 until April 1939--when Franco’s troops took the final Republican
stronghold of Madrid, thereby terminating the Spanish Republic and installing a
dictatorship that would in effect cut Spain off, politically and economically, from the rest
of the world for the next 36 years--Spain became the locus of ideological fervor for
fascists and socialists the planet over. It is true that the conflict of ideologies from which
the war initially sprang was demarcated along the lines of socialists and anarchists

(represented by Spain’s peasantry and working classes, along with its intellectuals and

2 The tension-filled year immediately preceding the outbreak of civil war in Spain were also marked by
this stark opposition of political right versus political left. The first Socialist-Republican government,
elected in 1931, had begun to lessen the power of the Catholic Church and to take over aristocratic estates
for land redistribution. The first Republic was defeated by the conservative alliance CEDA (Confederation
of Autonomous Spanish Right Parties) in 1933. CEDA’s authority was drastically weakened, however,
when a group of autonomy-seeking Catalans and other socialists led a 1934 uprising against the
government. In quelling this uprising, government forces killed approximately 1,000 people; the CEDA
then began to lose control of the country. President Nicolo Alcala dissolved the Parliament in February
1936; new parliamentary elections that same month ushered in the Popular Front, a coalition government
composed of republicans and socialists. It was against this Popular Front that Franco led his revolt, never
anticipating the tens of thousands of Spaniards—many of them acting through their unions—who would
stage a counter-revolution in the cities of the north, thus transforming the expected quick coup into a
lengthy civil war (Kaplan, Red 168, 171).
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artists) versus a wide range of conservatives (represented by the Catholic Church,
landowners, and the upper ranks of the Spanish military). Within the first month of the
war, however, when Hitler and Mussolini both began supplying Franco with troops and
equipment, the so-called civil war quickly took on international dimensions. The Fascists
were not the only side to receive aid from outside Spain. By late October 1936, the
poorly armed and often nearly starving Republicans would welcome the material and
administrative aid of Russia’s Comintern (Communist Party International).3 While the
rest of the world took a noninterventionist stance regarding the Spanish Civil War, Russia
became Republican Spain’s only official ally, thus in many ways strengthening the bias
of the United States and her World War [ allies against the Republic.

America in the 1930s was a nation that in some ways seemed to be dividing itself
into a political binary almost as marked as that seen in Spain’s civil struggle. As the
American intellectual and political communities of the time moved almost en masse to
the left, many during this decade embracing the Communist Party, the 1930s also
“produced a new era of nationalism” (Sussman 189). Warren Sussman notes that, in the
shadow of the Great Depression, America was strenuously engaged in “‘a complex effort
to seek and define [itself] as a culture and thus to create the patterns of a way of life
worth understanding” (189). Thus, while one half of the country sought to conserve
existing structures and thus to enforce national conformity, the remainder rallied around
leftist ideologies and organizations, celebrating the rights of workers and strikers.
American response to the Spanish Civil War, then, fell into two diametrically opposed
and impassioned camps. Conservatives clung to the Non-Intervention policy originating
in England and followed by all the other Western democracies. American socialists,
communists, and left-leaning democrats, on the other hand, responded to the Comintern’s

call, in the fall of 1936, for volunteers to the Spanish Republican Army.

3 Mexico, the only other country besides Russia to respond to the Spanish Republic’s shortage of arms and
other resources, did send the Republican forces several shipments of rifles.
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By the end of the war, the defense of the Spanish Republic would bring to the
war-wracked Iberian peninsula some 40,000 volunteers, representing more than a dozen
countries and at least as many brands of left-wing idealism.# Among these foreigners
who saw in Spain what Cary Nelson has deemed “perhaps the only time in living
memory when the world confronted--in fascism and Nazism--something like unqualified
evil,” were 2,800 Americans (Madrid 1-2). As eariy in the war as January 1937,
progressive-minded Americans were arriving in Spain, to serve as doctors, nurses,
ambulance drivers, and soldiers in the newly formed International Brigades. Thousands
more supported their efforts through money-raising campaigns at home and by explaining
and defending the Spanish Republic to American audiences in political journals and

newspapers.

Spanish Civil War Writing by Americans

Spanish Civil War literature by Americans was by no means limited to the field of
journalism, however. Soldiers and medical personnel at the front lines were copious
letter writers; Cary Nelson and Jefferson Hendricks have recently compiled several

hundred of these letters in Madrid 1937: Letters of the Abraham Lincoln Battalion from

the Spanish Civil War (1996). Joining ranks with American journalists and members of

the Lincoln Battalion were members of America’s professional literary community, many
of whom composed poems and essays explicitly addressing the war and calling for

support of the Republic. Anthologies such as Bessie’s The Heart of Spain (1952),

Valentine Cunningham’s Spanish Front: Writers on the Civil War (1986), and Alun

Kenwood’s The Spanish Civil War: A Cultural and Historical Reader (1993)° document

4 Edwin Rolfe estimates in his Spanish Civil War memoir, The Lincoln Battalion (1939), that at no point in
the history of the war were there ever more than 18,000 foreign volunteers at once in Spain. He makes note
of this data in order to set right the frequent misconception of “the world outside” that the entire
Republican army was composed of foreign volunteers.

5 Cunningham’s anthology contains literature by both American and British writers, while Kenwood’s
includes literature representing a variety of Europeans countries as well as the United States.
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the outpouring of such literary and testimonial effort among American writers. The four
women poets--Davidman, Taggard, Millay, and Rukeyser--whose Spanish Civil War
work this dissertation explores were significant contributors to this effort. Still other
Americans who produced testimonial writing on this war did so through memoirs and
journals, reflecting on their unique vantage point among the civilian populations of Spain.
The four memoirs which this dissertation examines--by Herbst, DeVrics, Woolsey and
Riesenfeld--are probably the four most extensive and illuminating insights into Spanish
life behind the frontlines which Americans produced. Like so much of American writing
on the Spanish Civil War, however, these literary works have been largely forgotten.
[ndeed, the intensity with which politically committed American writers responded to this
war is proportional to the great degree to which those literary responses have been
excluded from the canon.

Even an abbreviated list of the canonical American writers who gave literary
testimony to the war in Spain is staggering in its scope and brilliance. Among those who,
at one point or another between 1936 and 1939, turned their writing skills to political
testimony on behalf of the Spanish Republic were: Maxwell Anderson, Sherwood
Anderson, W. H. Auden, Malcolm Cowley, John Dos Passos, Theodore Dreiser, William
Faulkner, Martha Gellhomn, Lillian Hellman, Ernest Hemingway, Langston Hughes,
Sinclair Lewis, Archibald MacLeish, Mary McCarthy, Edna St. Vincent Millay, Dorothy
Parker, Carl Sandberg, Upton Sinclair, Lionel Trilling, and Thornton Wilder.

Stunningly, of all these well-known American authors, Hemingway is the only
one who is widely known today as having written about the Spanish Civil War; of all the

literary works on that war produced by these writers, only For Whom the Bell Tolls is a

title still recognizable to the general populace. In the years during and following the
demise of the Spanish Republic, even the testimonial works of such well-known writers
as MacLeish (Air Raid 1938), Sinclair (No Pasaran!, 1937), and Dos Passos (Adventures
of a Young Man, 1938) languished among the indifferent American readership and soon
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disappeared from print.6 Mighty Hemingway himself, despite his success with For

Whom the Bell Tolls, could not guarantee that his play, The Fifth Column (1938), nor the

film which he helped to produced, The Spanish Earth (1937), would make any sort of

lasting impression upon American audiences. As we might anticipate, then, lesser-known
and noncanonical writers fared even more poorly in maintaining the American reading
pubiic’s interest. Edwin Rolfe, aithough he was certainly America’s most prolific poct of
the Spanish Civil war, could find no market for his poems on Spain when he returned

home. He did publish his prose memoir, The Lincoln Battalion, in 1939; it went swiftly

out of print, however. It was reissued once in 1974 and is now out of print once again.

Recent Recovery Efforts

Edwin Rolfe provides an interesting example, however, of how American men’s
writing on the Spanish Civil War has lately come into the public recognition which it was
generally denied in the decades following that war. Cary Nelson has recently edited and
republished all of Rolfe’s poetry,’ opening the way for other important American
testimonials from the Spanish Civil War. Some of these, such as Harry Fisher’s
Comrades: Tales of a Brigadista in the Spanish Civil War and Hank Rubin’s Spain’s

Cause Was Mine, both published in 1997, have been made public for the first time only

very recently. These texts join ranks with other literary works, published from the 1960s
onward, whose aim is to collect testimonies from American survivors of the Spanish
Civil War and thus to recall that war to the American populace’s ever-forgetful mind.
Nearly all of the recovery work that has been done regarding these American
testimonies, however, deals with experiences of the men who went to Spain. Rewriting

the Good Fight, a 1989 collection of critical essays on the literature of the Spanish Civil

6 Adventures of a Young Man was republished in 1952, as the first part of Dos Passos’ trilogy, District of
Columbia.

7 See Rolfe’s Trees Became Torches (1995) and Collected Poems (1993), both edited by Cary Nelson and
Jefferson Hendricks.
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War, gives us a preponderance of men’s writing, with only one essay in seventeen
dealing with a (British) woman, Sylvia Townsend Warner. Stanley Weintraub’s The Last
Great Cause (1968) is one of the most thorough examinations of both American and
British writing on that war. Although Weintraub does mention Muriel Rukeyser,
Josephine Herbst, Martha Gellhomn, Dorothy Parker, and Lillian Hellman--all confined to
one chapter, “The American Visitors™--he provides liltle literary analysis of their works
and tends rather to focus on these women'’s relationships or interaction with their more
famous male counterparts in Spain.® Not surprisingly, he overlooks entirely such almost
completely forgotten poets as Taggard and Davidman, as well as the memoirists
Riesenfeld and Woolsey.

Other important anthologies of Spanish Civil War writing that have emerged
since the 1960s also tend to treat lightly--or to disregard entirely--the contributions which
American women writers made to the Republican cause. While Marilyn Rosenthal limits
the literary scope of her discussion to poetry, she remarks in her Poetry of the Spanish
Civil War (1975) that Muriel Rukeyser was the only woman writing in English about that
war who “made a significant poetic contribution” (102), thus apparentiy dismissing
Millay, Davidman, and Taggard, to say nothing of those women poets of other English-
speaking nations such as Warner. Testimonies from four different women who drove
trucks or staffed hospitals at the Spanish front lines appear in Alvah Bessie and Albert
Prago’s Qur Fight: Writings by Veterans of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade (1987).9; while
they give us stimulating glimpses of the war from an American woman'’s perspective,

each is limited to a few brief pages. Janet Perez and Wendell Aycock’s the Spanish Civil

8 In Weintraub’s account, Josephine Herbst is noteworthy mainly for the insights which her memoir
provides into the characters of Ernest Hemingway and John Dos Passos. Similarly, he evaluates Martha
Gellhorn only by comparison to the male writers who surrounded her, calling her work on the Spanish Civil
War “a Hemingwayish performance” (283).

%9 For other anthologies of recovered Spanish Civil War writing from a strictly British perspective, see
Valentine Cunningham’s The Penguin Book of Spanish Civil War Verse (1980), as well as Hugh D. Ford’s
A Poet’s War: British Poets and the Spanish Civil War (1965).
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War in Literature (1990) provide a wide-ranging discussion of writers from Europe as

well as the United States; within this discussion, however, the only women represented
are French and Spanish.

While some very recent recovery work on Spanish Civil War writing does focus
on women'’s participation, most of this work deals with Spanish women in particular.

Mary Nash's Defying Male Civilization {(1995) and Martha Ackclsberg’s Free Women of

Spain (1991) offer valuable historical background to the dramatically changed role of
women in Spain just before and during the war. Meanwhile, Shirley Mangini, in

Memories of Resistance: Women'’s Voices from the Spanish Civil War (1995) looks

specifically at women’s “memory texts” (her term for an informal, collective
autobiography) emanating from the war.

The focus of this dissertation--that is, writing produced by American women
witnessing the Spanish Civil War--will, [ hope, provide equally valuable insight into the
international nature of the Spanish struggle and the role which women writers took in it.
Much remains to be done in the area of recovering this particular body of American
literary testimony. The most extensive work which [ have found in this area is Lolly
Ockerstrom’s yet unpublished dissertation, “The Other Narratives: British and American
Women Writers and the Spanish Civil War” (Northeastern University, 1997). In her
work, Ockerstrom focuses upon ways in which British and American women witnesses
disrupted and reconstructed established gender codes in writing about the Spanish Civil
War from a female perspective. In addition, Jim Fyrth and Sally Alexander’s Women'’s
Voices from the Spanish Civil War (1991) brings a comprehensive and thoughtful review
of many shorter pieces of writing (brief essays, poems, and letters) to the discussion of
American women’s testimonies from the war in Spain. [ will add to this growing body of
recovered literature by situating my analysis of these testimonies within the particular
historical and political context of America at the time of the war and in the decades

immediately thereafter, and by asking what it meant to act as witnesses for Spain within

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



that context. [ hope that my work will further enrich this new field of study in that [ will
take into consideration both the political and the psychological dimensions of witnessing

reflected in these literary testimonies.

American Women Weriters’ Particular Contribution

Why pay special attention to American women writers who bore witness to the
Spanish Civil War? What unique contributions does their work bring to the study of
autobiographical writing, particularly within the context of writing about the experience
of war? In this dissertation [ contend that the Spanish Civil War writings of these six
women constitute a kind of self-writing which is simultaneously autobiographical and
inclusive of testimony on behalf of others. I call this unique kind of self-writing the
*“autobiography of witness.” In theorizing around these texts which speak both for self
and for other, [ employ extensively the linguistic concept of metonymy. Employing this
concept, wherein one subject signifies or represents another based on an established
relationship between the two, enables us to read these testimonials as representative both
of the war experiences of both the narrating self and her community.

Because the women whose testimonials I read here faced the danger of a double
silencing--through their experience of war trauma and then through their experience of
political repression--metonymy becomes an especially powerful means of self-
representation. To envision oneself as part of a web of other selves who share important
experiences with her is also to resist psychological repression and political silencing of
one’s story, as [ will show. Understanding the particular psychological and political
forces against which the metonymic voice works in these texts will, [ hope, shed new
light on our understanding of American participation in the Spanish Civil War and on
American writing in the postwar years. Such understanding will also illuminate the role

of American women in the context of experiencing and writing about war in the twentieth

century.
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In discussing the Americans who witnessed the war in Spain and then attempted,
within the context of their native land, to speak for the effectively silenced Spaniards, we
must delineate among the various kinds of trauma witnesses--all of whom are implicated
by the traumatic event, but on significantly different levels. This dissertation takes into
consideration three different kinds of witnesses: the kind which Geoffrey Hartman calls
the “inteilectual witness,” as well as the secondary and primary witncsses. Briefly stated,
the intellectual witness may be understood as one who does not experience the trauma
herself, but who becomes a witness to the event by adoption,” by deciding to take
interest in that event and in calling and re-calling it to public attention (39). As such, the
intellectual witness is essential to the formation and keeping of a public memory of that
particular trauma. [ will begin by showing that poets such as Joy Davidman, Genevieve
Taggard, and Edna St. Vincent Millay took up the role of intellectual witness vis-a-vis
their writing on the Spanish Civil War. A still more deeply involved position is that of
the secondary witness, she who “bears witness for the witness.” Being a secondary--or
“exterior” or “‘outside”--witness involves the experiencing of trauma at one important
remove from the traumatic event itself. The seccndary or exterior witness’s experience
of trauma comes from listening to a survivor’s story and from seeing the effects of the
trauma upon the survivor. Those American women who actually ventured into Spain
during the time of the war and who returned home to publicize the atrocities taking place
there serve as secondary witnesses to the Spanish Civil War. [ will examine the poet
Muriel Rukeyser, as well as the memoirists Josephine Herbst and Lini DeVries, in this
light. Finally, the primary or “interior” witness is she whose experiences the trauma
without mediation: that is, from the inside of the traumatic event itself. In the last two
texts which I read in this dissertation, the war testimonies of Gamel Woolsey and Janet
Riesenfeld, the writers speak as primary witnesses. By dividing the subjects of this
dissertation into these categories, and by moving from the vantage point of those who

were least involved physically to those who were most involved, this dissertation
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explores the various positions which these women occupied as witnesses, and asks how
those positions shaped their respective testimonies.

Chapter One lays out the theoretical framework for the rest of this dissertation,
examining closely the concept of metonymy and the ways in which the metonymic voice
shapes autobiographical writing. Metonymically voiced self-writing, as [ will show,
chailenges and helps to open up the conventional definition of autobiography, making
room for those texts which speak on behalf of others as well as for the narrator herself.
Because the metonymic self-writing which [ examine here emanates specifically from the
experience of war trauma, I also provide an overview of trauma theory and of trauma
literature, and I contextualize the autobiography of witness within those fields. In
addition, Chapter One addresses the crisis of witnessing which American participants in
the Spanish Civil War faced upon their return home, and the ways in the postwar political
climate operated to shut down Spanish war testimonies--and often the testifying writers
themselves. Under these particular circumstances, [ contend, the autobiography of
witness plays an important role in giving both voice and political clout to those
testimonies which run counter to the dominant national agenda.

Chapter Two recovers and valorizes three American women poets whose writing-
- particularly their political poetry--has mostly been erased from the literary canon. In
bringing poets Joy Davidman, Genevieve Taggard, and Edna St.Vincent Millay more
fully into the public light, I examine the reasons for their relative obscurity in literary
studies today. Tt is my thesis that their poetry has been marginalized not only because of
the conservative canon-building of the New Critics, but also because, even during the
more liberal 1930s, when these women were writing most prolifically, they wrote outside
the two dominant camps of literary production in that decade--High Modernism and
Proletarianism. Although they borrowed from both Modernism and Proletarianism, as
well as from the genteel tradition, Davidman, Taggard, and Millay were at best insider-

outsider figures vis-a-vis these established schools of literary practice.
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The Spanish Civil War poems of Davidman, Taggard, and Millay give us
particular insight into the way these three women shaped their own unique poetic
tradition, one which Carolyn Forche would later term *‘the poetry of witness.” This is an
apt term for Davidman, Taggard, and Millay, in that all three take up the stance of
intellectual witness in their poetry on Spain. As politically active leftists in the 1930s,
their sympathies were closcly attuncd to the plight of the Spanish Republic; although they
wrote about the war from a physical distance, their poetry helps to focus public attention
on that specific political crisis. I read the metonymic voice in these works as a response
to the intense marginalization they suffered as women poets, and overtly political ones at
that, in early twentieth century America. [ also see a metonymic stance in their self-
representation vis-a-vis Spain, wherein they strongly identify--in politics and in ideology-
-with the Spanish Republic and thus envision themselves as part of it. Because these
Spanish Civil War poems give us an important new perspective on the place of the
American woman poet and political activist in the first half of the twentieth century, they
are worthy of our renewed attention.

Also worthy of our renewed attention are those poems by Muriel Rukeyser which
bear testimony to the Spanish Civil War. In Chapter Three, [ read Rukeyser’s many
Spanish Civil War poems--written throughout her life, in memory of the five days she
spent in Barcelona at the outbreak of the war--in the light of her traumatic experience of
that war. Because she witnessed the fighting of that first week at dangerously close
range, and because she lost a lover in the fighting, her poetic reflections on the trauma of
the war encompass both the political and the personal dimensions of suffering. By
plumbing her own pain and traumatic memory in order to write, Rukeyser made of her
personal experiences an ongoing public statement about the evils of war. This
simultaneously inward and outward gesture, in which she speaks for both her own very
private loss and for the loss of the whole fallen Spanish Republic, is profoundly

metonymic. As I show in this chapter, to bear traumatic testimony also means to take up
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the metonymic stance, in which one speaks confessionally and personally but at the same
time seeks to connect that personal story to a larger one, thus acknowledging and joining

with fellow sufferers of the traumatic event.

Chapter Four continues this discussion of the relationship between the self and
other in bearing traumatic testimony. In this chapter, [ examine the intrinsic differences
between secondary witnessing—that is, bearing witness to another’s story of trauma--and
primary witnessing—confronting one’s own experience of trauma. [ take as my context
for this study two memoirs from the Spanish Civil War, Josephine Herbst’s “The
Starched Blue Sky of Spain” and Lini DeVries’s Up from the Cellar. Both women went
to Spain intending to act as secondary witnesses there but eventually, by listening too
long and too intensely to others’ stories of war, as well as by experiencing the war
firsthand themselves, slid into the role of primary witness. By recording her own gradual
psychological scarring, Herbst’s memoir demonstrates the dangers inherent in bearing
secondary witness. DeVries’s memoir, on the other hand, provides insight into how a
continued posturing as secondary witness may serve to screen out or deflect the speaking
subject’s own experience as primary witness. Ultimately, however, both texts operate as
testimony of the stories of those who shared Herbst’s and DeVries’s war experiences, as
well as of the stories of Herbst’s and DeVries’s own war-induced suffering.

In short, this dissertation will show that these six American women writers and
their literary testimonies of the Spanish Civil War contribute to the building of what
Caren Kaplan has termed an “outlaw genre”: that is, a genre wherein the writer negotiates
her relationship between personal identity and the broader community, between

individual and social history. These works defy conventional autobiographical standards
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in that the personal narrative deliberately acquiesces to the communal one. The
individual as she appears in these narratives is actively engaged in a redefinition of the
self--and of her position as speaking subject--within the context of a collective project
and struggle. The metonymic testimonial poem and memoir find a powerful common
ground in their mutual refusal of traditional autobiography’s individualistic “I” in favor
of the moral or political community as subject. The testimonials which [ will examine in
this dissertation summon such community specifically against the dark background of

twentieth-century war.
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Chapter One
Theorizing the Autobiographical Witness:

Metonymic Self-Representation as Psychological and Political Resistance

*If we had not seen the fighting / if we had not looked there / the plane flew low /
the plaster ripped by shot / the peasani's fiouse / if we had staved in our world /
benween the table and the desk / between the town and the suburb / slow
disintegration / male and female.”

--Muriel Rukeyser, “'Mediterranean,” 1938

The closing years of the Spanish Civil War saw a marked shift in military
structure among the Republican, or Loyalist, ranks. Moving away from the early
militias, which had been sponsored by a variety of political parties and trade unions and
often included female participants, the Republic sought to establish a more organized,
centralized army. This army called for increasingly greater numbers of men.
Consequently, by midwar, most of the early female combatants had been summoned
home again, to take up the posts newly vacated by men in the farms and factories of
Republican Spain.! A political poster distributed by the Republican forces in late 1938
speaks to this period of transition and attempts to define the Republican woman’s role
within this period. An exultant young woman stretches her arms skyward; beyond her,

the clear parallel lines of smokestacks and industrial towers echo the upward thrust of her

1 The dissolving of the militias in favor of a centralized army was one of the results of Russia’s increasing
influence in--some historians say, co-optation of--the organization and control of Republican Spain. Ermest
Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls provides a somewhat ironic depiction of the militias” perception of
the Comintern and their Popular Front army; George Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia also portrays this
organizational shift, but from a much grimmer perspective. Ken Loach’s recent film, Land and Freedom
(1996), also sees the increasing power of the Popular Front as “a return to a hierarchical army and capitalist
relations of production”--in other words, precisely what the revolutionary (often anarchist) militias had
stood against (Porton 30). Whatever one believes regarding this shift in structure, the building of a
centralized army in early 1937 did signify a turning point in Republican Spain’s strategy and composition,
as well as an ideological break from the people’s revolution of 1936.
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arms. In the foreground, a long, hunched line of men marches to battle. The caption of
this poster declares, “Nuestros Brazos Sean Vuestros " (‘“‘Let Our Arms Be Your
Arms™).2 This poster, then, supports this new role for women by showing their work “at
home” as an extension or component of the work done by their male compatriots at the

front lines.

Metonymy and Self-Writing

Although I will be speaking of the role of American women witnesses in the
Spanish Civil War, I find this poster representing Spanish women a fitting introduction to
my subject. One important common characteristic among the literary testimonies which
this dissertation examines is their employment of 2 metonymic voice. As [ will show, use
of this voice is rare in autobiographical writings. Because traditional or canonical
autobiography assumes a metaphoric speaking subject rather than a metonymic one, these
particular self-writings challenge the parameters of the autobiographical genre.
Furthermore, as autobiographies which attest to both the narrator’s experience and to the
experiences of significant others around her, these texts ask us to reconsider the various
ways in which the autobiographical self may be presented in relationship to her
community.

What exactly is metonymy, and how does it differ from other rhetorical figures?
Metonymy belongs to “the West’s traditional . . . rhetorical division of elocutio and
poesis” into four literiry tropes, the other three of which are metaphor, synecdoche, and
irony (Krupat 175). These names for various linguistic relations, as Amold Krupat
affirms, ““can be usefully applied to relations we experience in life, in particular the
relation of the individual. . . to other individuals. . . and to collectively constituted

groups” (177). In the following discussion, I will delineate the important differences

2This poster is reproduced in The Palette and the Flame: Posters of the Spanish Civil War, by John Tisa
(1979).
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between metonymy and the other three central tropes, particularly within the context of
their use in self-writing.

Broadly defined, metonymy is a literary trope which relates one object to another
based on a pre-existing, contiguous relationship between those two objects. Harry Shaw
in the Dictionary of Literary Terms defines it as *“a figure of speech in which the name of

one object or idea is used for anothcr to which it is related” (232). In A Glossary of

Literary Terms, M. H. Abrams explains that “[iJn metonymy, the literal term for one
thing is applied to another with which it has become closely associated because of a
recurrent relationship in common experience” (98). Probably the most famous study of
metonymy and the ways in which it distinguishes itself from metaphor, a still more
common literary trope, was made by Roman Jakobson is his psychological-linguistic
study, “The Metaphoric and Metonymic Poles” (1956).3 Therein, Jakobson established
that metaphor depends upon a process of substitution, while metonymy is the result of
“combination and contexture” between or among signifiers (1041). Thus meaning is
created in metaphor by letting one signifier virtually replace or stand in for another, as in
the such common Christian depictions of Christ as *“shepherd” or of God as “king.”
Because signifiers are related to each other in metaphor through semantic rather than
positional similarity, their relationship is commonly understood as hierarchical--or, as
Jakobson puts it, “vertical.” Metonymy, on the other hand, joins two signifiers through a
lateral relaticnship: that is, through a relationship based on positional or contiguous
similarity. Common examples are “‘smoke” for “fire,” or “Hollywood” for the “film
industry.”

Jakobson’s two *“‘poles,” Carolyn Hult comments, provide writers and literary
critics with “‘a foundational principle for metaphor and metonymy as two prototypical

figures within the system of tropes. Metaphors are explained as substitutions by

3 This essay was originally published as Chapter 5 in Jakobson's Fundamentals of Language, co-authored
with Morris Halle (The Hague: Mouton, 1956).
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similarity, metonymies as substitutions by contiguity” (57). This distinction is important
in that metonymy insists on the individuality of the two objects being compared: They are
not so similar that the meaning of one may actually subsume the other, as in metaphor.
Rather, metonymy asks us to compare two objects, to acknowledge the relationship
between them. In understanding metonymy, we draw meaning from the very relationship
which it posits. In other words, in order to draw meaning from the metonymic use of
“smoke” for the referent “fire,” we must first understand the relationship of cause and
effect which connects “smoke™ to “fire.” In order to understand “Hollywood” as a
metonymic representation of the film industry, we must first acknowledge the
geographical relationship between these two. As Hult points out, “[t]he possible
associations” suggested by metonymy can take many forms, so long as they indicate
contiguous relationship: “‘object and purpose, tangible and intangible,” as well as “cause
and effect, and place of origin and original object” (60). This contiguity in relationship
between signifier and signified, however it is expressed, is the essence of metonymy.

How, then, does this understanding of the fundamental differences between
metaphor and metonymy shape our understanding of autobiographical texts? What
constitutes the metaphoric and metonymic autobiographical texts? These two distinct
tropes, when employed as means of self-representation in writing, “lead to understanding
by way of two different processes™ (Hult 62). Visualizing these two processes, Hult
designates that, with metaphor, “one [looks] over the yonder hill at an image that reflects
the object” (62). This idea of reflecting or mirroring is important to traditional
autobiography, wherein the narrator takes up the stance of “an essential and inviolable
self,” who relates his life experiences as a model or pattern which the reader should then
try to emulate (Brodzki and Schenck 5). The undergirding assumption, then, is that the
writer of traditional autobiography has lived--or, at least, will present in his self-writing--
an exemplary life. Bella Brodzki and Celeste Schenck indicate Henry Adams and his

autobiography as a primary example of this understanding of the traditional
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autobiographer as a “representative of the time, a mirror of his era” (2). Similarly, the “I”
of traditional Western autobiography often stands in for an ideal, as Benjamin Franklin
saw himself standing in for the American ideal in his famous autobiography. Doris
Sommer also draws attention to the metaphorical function of the narrator in traditional
autobiography. In such autobiography, “the ‘I’ of the writer inevitably spills over to
stand in for the reader, who, paradoxically, achieves a kind of specialncss by identifying
with the heroic autobiographer” (“Not Just” 108). As we have seen, the function of
metaphor is to establish a relationship between two subjects based on an assumed
similarity. In the case of canonical autobiography, that assumed similarity lies between
the autobiographer and his reader.

A metonymic autobiography, however, defies such an assumption. Carolyn Hult,
following through with her visualization of the differences between metaphor and
metonymy, specifies that “with metonymy, one looks around for a fuller view of the
object” (62). As we have seen, this “fuller view” emanates from the web of lateral
relationships which metonymy suggests. Doris Sommer clarifies that, as readers of
metonymic autobiographies, we are actually part of that web ourselves; “we are invited to
be with the speaker, rather than to replace her” (“Resisting” 420). This “lateral move of
identification through relationship” between autobiographer and reader, and between
autobiographer and the larger community whom she represents in her text, resists
traditional autobiography’s pretense of “a universal or essential human experience”
(420). Metonymic self-representation acknowledges the individuality of the
autobiographer, as well as the individuality of those who participate in her story with her,
both as readers and as other subjects in the story.

At the same time, however, the metonymic speaking subject valorizes and
continually points to these others with whom she shares the story. She is not the single,
essentialized author. As such, metonymic autobiographers identify themselves as a “we”

rather than as an “I.” Sometimes this identification is overt, as in Rigoberta Menchu’s
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collective gesture at the beginning of her famous autobiography#: *“This is my testimony.
...Ididn’t leamn it alone. I’d like to stress that it’s not only my life, it’s also the
testimony of my people. . . . The important thing is that what has happened to me has
happened to many other people, too” (1). Some of the women represented in this
dissertation do take this forthright stance. Others imply their metonymic self-
understanding by refusing to give their own story precedence or power over the stories of
others with whom they shared their war experience. Even as they tell their own story,
they continually and deliberately make room for and refer to a network of other voices,
other lives, who participated in that experience with them, and on whose behalf they
speak.

In delineating the unique stance of the metonymic autobiographer, it is important
also to frame out the ways in which metonymic self-writing is both similar to and distinct
from synecdochic writing. As we have seen, synecdoche shares with metonymy and
metaphor the status of being one of four principal literary tropes. (Irony, the fourth of
these tropes, is largely irrelevant to this particular discussion.) Most literary scholars and
linguists agree that locating the dividing line between metonymy and synecdoche “is a
matter of some variance” (Hult 61). Some, in fact, affirm that synecdoche is actually a
part of metonymy, or “a specific kind of metonymy, in which the relationship is that of a
part named for the whole” (Hult 61).5 Regardless of whether one classifies synecdoche
as a separate entity or, rather, as a subcategory of metonymy;, its defining characteristic is
this substitution of part for whole, or, less commonly, whole for part. (Common
examples of synecdoche are “strings” for stringed instruments and “work hands” for

*“workmen.”) In speaking of nontraditional, non-Western autobiographies, this becomes

4 See L, Rigoberta Menchu, by Rigoberta Menchu. Ed. Elisabeth Burgos-Debray. London: Verso, 1984.

5 Indeed, Jakobson himself seems to blur the line between metonymy and synecdoche. In his “The
Metaphoric and Metonymic Poles,” he emphasizes that a metonymic text is created through the use of
“synecdochic details™ (1042).
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an important distinction, for indeed, the synecdochic self performs a different function
than does the metonymic one.

Although both the metonymic and the synecdochic autobiographer are unlike the
traditional autobiographer in that they speak from a communal rather than an
individualized stance, the synecdochic text is “marked by the [author’s] sense of himself
in refation to collective social units or groupings” (Krupat 176). As Amold Krupat
elucidates, this sense of relation to the collective is so direct that the autobiographical
speaker sees herself as almost indistinguishable from it. Contrariwise, the metonymic
writer, as we have seen, maintains a “sense of the specific uniqueness of otherwise
comparable individuals™ (176). She does not, in other words, become completely
subsumed by the collective; she never blurs her own identity so much into that of her
larger community that her self-understanding is constituted simply by the belief that “she
is what she does to sustain her community,” as in synecdochic self-understanding (185).
Critics of non-canonical autobiography tend to choose between the two terms, then, in
specifying what makes their particular subject of study unique. While critics of Native
American literature such as Krupat find in that literature an inherently synecdochic
stance--wherein the narrator “‘conceives of individual identity only in functional relation
to the tribe” (185)--those scholars who work primarily with Latin American self-writing
tend to see it as metonymic. As such, [ will take the Latin American prototype of the
metonymic autobiography (commonly referred to as testimonio) as a reference point in
my discussion of American women’s autobiographical writings on the Spanish Civil
War.6

In essence, metonymy implies a greater separation or sense of distinction between

the two entities--the signifier and the signified, or, in the case of autobiography, the

6 Although these two sets of autobiographical writings obviously stem from very different cultural
contexts, [ will show later in this chapter that they are linked to each other not only through their use of
metonymic voice but also through the political strategies that compel such a voice.
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speaker and her community--than does synecdoche. Indeed, the synecdoche, as Paul de
Man puts it, operates as a *““closed system,” a signifier which is one with an idealized
“referent outside language™ (Adams 46). De Man distinguishes metonymy from
synecdoche in that metonymy *““makes no such claim and accepts the reality of difference,
in which sign and referent never coincide™ (46).” Again, the synecdochic self tends
toward almost totai identification with that other entity which it represents, while
metonymy, although highlighting important lateral relationships between sign and
referent, continues to insist on a degree of difference between the two. In the context of
American women writing about the Spanish Civil War, this metonymic stance is
particularly apt. As Americans witnessing this conflict, they never achieved the status of
complete and unquestionable “insider” with the group--that is, the people of the Spanish
Republic--whom they represent in their writing. They are not, after all, completely
identifiable with the community which they represent. Metonymic self-representation
allows them to indicate to their readers that they are not simply telling their own story,
but rather a story which they share with others, while at the same time presenting
themselves as individuals vis-a-vis those others.

Kali Tal warns against the “flattening” of stories of war and trauma which may
happen when their individuality or uniqueness is subsumed into a single signifier. She
indicates the way in which the Jewish Holocaust, in reality an enormous and complex
story made up of millions of individuals’ stories, has become vulnerable to
“appropriation and codification” within American culture (7). What remains, in the
contemporary American concept of that massive traumatic event, is *a distilled and

k2 2]

reified set of images for which ‘Holocaust™ has become an essentialized signifier (7), a
kind of “casual shorthand, as we speak of the Enlightenment, or the Renaissance” (8).

Again, such assertions point to the ways in which it was imperative for the American

7 This analysis of synecdoche and metaphor, from de Man’s “The Rhetoric of Temporality” (1983), is
critiqued in Hazard Adam’s essay, “Synecdoche and Method” (1987).
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women witnesses of the Spanish Civil War to tell the story of the Spanish Republicans as
a shared or collective story but to speak simultaneously as individuals, with their own
individual experience of the war. Even as their testimonies points to experiences shared
with others throughout that war, they deliberately speak from an American’s--and thus, a
relative outsider’s--point of view. By doing so, they give their testimonies a specificity
which resists flallening and appropriation.

Never potentially replaced by any other subject, as in metaphorical
autobiography, nor subsumed by the collective she represents, as in synecdoche, the
metonymic autobiographer acknowledges that her story is not hers alone, but rather
constituted of a web of relationships. She is like the Spanish woman of the poster, whose
arms are, after all, still her arms, even as she proposes to use them in direct collaboration
with the arms of her larger community, the Spanish Republic. While the men of the
Republic will use their arms in carrying and firing artillery, the Republican women will
use theirs to manage farms and to operate factories. This work--signified by the parallel
lines of the women’s upstretched arms and the vertically jutting smokestacks--is distinct
from the men’s work, yet related to it contiguously. Both forms of work, after all,
directly serve the Republic. The assertion that “our arms can be your arms,” then, does
not obliterate the uniqueness of the work that the women’s arms have to do. Rather, it

points to the women’s position as a joined yet distinguishable part of her community.

Metonymy and the Question of Gender

For more than one reason, this particular Spanish Civil War poster is a rich and
complex icon with which to begin my discussion of American women’s autobiographies
from that war. It is illustrative not only at the semantic level, as we have seen, but also
within the context of gender studies and literature. Although this poster emphasizes the
mutual cause served by Spanish Republican men and women alike, it does clearly

delineate between men’s and women'’s work. Thus, while the poster posits both genders
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as members of the same cause, it more troublingly suggests that men are inherently suited
for one kind of work (in this case, warfare), and women for another (work behind the
lines).

This assertion of gender-based differences in work capability is especially
troubling given that, as [ indicated earlier in this chapter, such a gendered division of
work was not intrinsic to the early Spanish Republic. Not until the militias were
dissolved and the Comintern given administrative authority over the Republican Army
did these gendered roles emerge. That women were capable of the same kind of work
within the domain of warfare was a common assumption among Republicans throughout
the initial months of the war. In this dissertation [ suggest a parallel assumption: that
women autobiographers are capable of the same kind of work within the domain of
writing as are men. This assumption, however, has been long in finding legitimacy
within the sphere of autobiographical studies, just as the Spanish Republic’s original
assumption vis-a-vis women’s ability to do the same work as men was silenced for
decades after the first years of the war.

Why, then, do questions regarding the relationship between gender and the
collective, or metonymic, stance permeate the field of autobiographical studies? For
generations literary scholars have contended that women’s writing is almost necessarily
communally voiced, while men’s writing is characterized--again, apparently necessarily--
toward the individualized or heroicized voice. Such gender-based delineations in men’s
and women’s writing styles make style not a choice but a biological imperative. They
thereby erase the possibility of understanding both men’s and women’s autobiographies
within an historical context. It is my contention here that, if women’s self-writing tends
to be more communal than men’s, that communality is politically and historically
occasioned. Likewise, the metonymic stance uniting the war testimonies of the eight
women this dissertation examines is a stance emanating from the particular political and

historical circumstances of the Spanish Civil War and postwar America.
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What theories of reading might the metonymic voice indicate for us as we
approach women'’s autobiographical writing from the Spanish Civil War? What precisely
does such a voice tell us about the women who wrote these testimonies and the contexts,
both psychological and political, in which they wrote them? Ultimately, these
autobiographical writings by American women in Spain make us question the canonical

definition of autobiography.

The Place of the Metonymic Voice Within Traditional Autobiography

In exploring the ramifications which these testimonies have upon the traditional
meaning of autobiography, it is essential first to understand that definition. As recently
as 1956, literary theorists such as George Gusdorf were declaring that the establishment
of autobiography as a genre depended upon humanity’s “having emerged from the mythic
framework of traditional teachings” and entrance into “‘the perilous domain of history”
(30). The distinctly Western, imperialistic assumptions implicit in this statement both
devalue communal modes of being and speaking and insist upon an individual’s
participating in “history” in order to be a worthy autobiographer. Indeed, Gusdorf
himself bluntly insists that the function of autobiography is to build empire and make
history: “[Autobiography] has been of good use in [Western man’s (sic)] systematic
conquest of the universe” (29). Gusdorf’s ideas, among the first to be published as
autobiographical criticism, remained unchallenged and intact for several decades, as is
evidenced in Warner Berthoff’s 1971 definition of the genre as a personal testament of
“some ruler or statesman [who] sets down for the particular benefit of his people a

summary of his own experience and wisdom” (319).8 What Berthoff implies here is that

8Dating the moment in which literary critics began to give serious attention to autobiography is a matter of
some discrepancy. James Olney points out that Gusdorf™s 1956 article, not translated into English until
1980, remained little-known and largely inaccessible to the academic world during that interim (10).
Dommna Stanton marks the beginning of serious critical interest in autobiography at 1968; she points to
Stephen Shapiro’s efforts to “validate what he termed ‘the dark continent of literature’” in a
groundbreaking article published that year (3). (See Shapiro’s article in Comparative Literature Studies 5
[1968]: 421-54.) For further discussion of the origins of autobiographical criticism, see Olney’s
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the value of an autobiographical text is directly proportional to the historical significance
of what its author accomplished in his life9.

These two statements--that the autobiographical self must be a primary participant
in the “making of history” and that the value of an autobiographical text depends entirely
on the quality of life or level of fame achieved by the individual autobiographer--
delineate what Eiizabeth Bruss calls “‘classical autobiography” (297). Janct Vamcr Gunn
tells us that “the genre-assumptions of classical autobiography. . . have largely to do with
the self’s position vis-a-vis itself and the world” (6). As such, *“the self is the best,
indeed, the only, source of self-knowledge. . . . In a word, the self’s position itself is a
privileged one” (7, emphasis mine).

Such a definition, of course allows very little room for the metonymic
autobiographical texts which [ discuss here. [ do not seek to wedge American women's
testimonies from the Spanish Civil War into the tight parameters drawn in the name of
classical autobiography. Rather, [ hope to challenge and expand the parameters of that
definition and thereby assert that autobiography is not only the story of “great men,” but
that it is also the story of relationship between a writer and her community. In the case of
the American women who wrote about the Spanish Civil War, autobiography is the story
of communities forged in the face of dire crisis; it is the recording of lives that would

otherwise have disappeared in midst of that crisis.

Autobiography and Feminist Theory
In what ways, specifically, are the parameters of conventional autobiography too
narrowly drawn to contain such testimonial writing? Why must communal

autobiography spill over the edges, challenge those borders? Sidonie Smith and Julia

“Autobiography and the Cultural Moment,” in Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and Critical. Ed. James
Olney. Princeton: Princeton UP, 1980. 3-27.

91 use the masculine pronoun on purpose here; the guiding assumption in definitions of “classical
autobiography” is that, generally speaking, only male lives are worthy of such note.
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Watson see traditional autobiography not only as too narrow in its definitions but also as
downright hegemonic. They implicate traditional autobiography as a tool of American
imperialism. “[A]utobiographical storytelling” in this nation, they claim, “has functioned
as a means to assert identification with the idea of ‘America’ and what it means to be an
‘American’ subject” (5). In so doing, American autobiographies expose a set of telling
differences between the “American’ character and “all its sclf-constituting others,” thus
inscribing the new “American” subject as normative and simultaneously sublimating or
erasing the stories of those designated “other” (5). As Smith and Watson point out,
traditional American autobiography has long participated in this “‘cultural erasure of. .
.the Affrican slave, the Native American, the white woman, the white man of no property,
[and] the child™ (5). Traditional autobiography then, in which a (white, propertied, male)
subject delineates himself as exemplary representative of a nation, runs the risk of
proposing a hegemonic story of what it means to be a member of that nation.!? As such
works are accepted into the literary canon and identified as the “best™ or “most
American” (6), conventional autobiography does participate in the nation’s imperialistic
impulse.

Any student of autobiography who is concerned that her work resist such an
impulse, is ethically bound to enlarge the old understanding of autobiography. Happily,
the last two decades have seen the emergence of a new trend in academic treatment of
autobiographical texts; literary critics and theorists have begun to point out the
hegemonic limitations and exclusions of the traditional definition and to suggest new
ways of reading. Chief among these recent arrivals to the discussion of autobiography
are feminist critics such as Estelle Jelinek, Domna Stanton, Bella Brodzki, and Celeste

Schenck. Jelinek’s Women’s Autobiography: Essays in Criticism (1980) and Stanton’s

101y, this discussion of autobiography’s participation in the formation of essentialized national identities, it
is important to remember that the definition of traditional or “classical” autobiography has long been
limited to European or North American self-writing. As Karl Weintraub insists in his canonically-informed

The Value of the Individual: Self and Circumstance in Autobiography (1978), autobiography rests on the
“historicism” and the “individuality” obtained by Western man (379, emphasis mine).
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The Female Autograph (1984) were among the first full-length scholarly texts on

autobiography to challenge the “lives of great men” tradition.

Even as the recent foment of critical activity around the definition of
autobiography has opened the genre up to include noncanonical, nontraditional
autobiographical texts, a strange phenomenon has appeared in critical assessment of those
noncanonical iexis--most specifically, those texts written by women. While feminist
autobiographical critics have achieved significant and laudable success in insisting that
women’s self-writing be included as part of the genre, they have simultaneously appeared
unable to push past the old, facile tendency to define by categorizing, and to categorize
by essentializing. While women’s writing may now find a place within the genre, too
often that place is a prescripted one, narrowly and rigidly defined by--indeed, according
to some critics, even determined by--the writer’s gender. As Domna Stanton points out,
women’s autobiographies are commonly defined or categorized as relational: most critics
trace “this relatedness. . . to the dependence imposed on women by the patriarchal
system” (12). The tendency to define self through relationship with others, then, is
commonly “upheld as a fundamental female quality” (12). More bluntly stated, women’s
writing must be defined by women’s lives--which are, of course, understood as
incomparable to men’s.

Estelle Jelinek suggests that “‘different criteria are needed to evaluate women’s
autobiographies, which may constitute, if not a subgenre, then an autobiographical
tradition different from the male tradition” (6). She finds female autobiographies to be
marked by “‘irregularity rather than orderliness;” she explains this apparent unevenness in
women’s self-portraits by assuming that “the multidimensionality of women’s socially
conditioned roles. . . [has] established a pattern of diffusion and diversity when they
write” (17). Jelinek’s theory makes women writers little more than hostages of their

gender; unlike men, whose “unidirectional” lives compel them to produce more
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“harmonious” texts, women must resign themselves to the “disconnected, fragmentary”
writing which their lives apparently dictate (17).

Such arguments as Jelinek’s and Stanton’s work to essentialize gender roles and
to render the collective voice of much autobiography by women as inevitable: indeed, not
a conscious choice on the part of the writer, but rather a mode of expression to which
they are /imited. Bella Brodzki and Celeste Schenck present a more theoretical approach
to women'’s autobiographies but also ultimately fall prey to this essentializing tendency.
They begin their Introduction to Life/Lines: Theorizing Women’s Autobiography (1988)
by presenting the powerful and important argument that the “classic stance of the male
autobiographer. . . , summed up by a famous characterization of Henry Adams as a
‘representative of his time, a mirror of his era’’ is an inadequate model for a theory of
women'’s autobiography (2). After all, women traditionally have not been in the position
to be “a mirror of their era”; female autobiographers, Brodzki and Schenck claim, take
for granted that “selfhood is mediated. . .” (1).!! Female autobiographers, in other words,
have often turned to those closest to them to reflect back to them an image of the self,
thus automatically incorporating a community of “others” into the narratives of their
lives. Because of her “lack of tradition [and] her marginality in male-dominated culture. .
.the female autobiographer has lacked the sense of radical individuality, duplicitous but
useful, that empowered Augustine and Henry Adams to write their representative lives
large” (1).

The general assumption among autobiographical critics, then, is that we may
differentiate male autobiography from female autobiography by distinguishing whether
the narrator uses an individualized (singular) voice or a relational (plural) one. To

recognize this distinction in men’s and women’s methods of self-identification is also to

UThat is, no one—neither male nor female—can articulate a self-identity radically separate from the
identities of others; one’s identity is not, of course, simply self-generated. However, traditional or
canonical autobiographers (usually male) have tended to assume otherwise, regularly embracing the idea
of an inviolable, monolithic self. Perhaps nowhere else is this idea so concisely encompassed as in the title
of Karl Weintraub’s book of autobiographical criticism, The Value of the Individual (1978).
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acknowledge the cultural and historical paradigms which undergird that distinction,
making female autobiography *“a model of nonrepresentative, dispersed, displaced
subjectivity” (Brodzki and Schenck 6). It is also, as Brodzki and Schenck contend, to lay
one’s finger on the very pulse of current feminist agenda. Hence the project of their book
is to “*propose instead a theoretical. . . approach to women’s autobiographical writing
which aims both at modifying inhcrited critical definitions and at enlarging the canon”
(2).

Although Brodzki and Schenck argue for recognition of women'’s self-writing as
legitimate autobiography and deserving of canonical status, the traditionally *“feminine”
voice which they locate in women’s autobiographies elicits ambiguous response in them.
They propose that this relational, “*dramatically female™ mode of self-representation is
also “a mode of resisting reification and essentialism™ (11); at the same time, however,
they undermine the female autobiographer’s potential for self-realization by deeming it
“unfeminine” for her to assume “‘authorial power or voice™ (10). They cannot,
apparently, imagine a “feminine” power--nor that such power might be expressed
precisely through that collective voice which they pinpoint in women’s life-writing.

This dispersive voice which the woman autobiographer often employs, then,
appears to be deeply unsettling even for those literary scholars who would like to see it
more fully incorporated into the canon. I find it troubling that Brodzki and Schenck,
even while introducing this voice to the canon under the banner of feminism, do not take
a more triumphant stance vis-a-vis the “feminine” voice; their stance, rather, is largely
apologetic. Pointing to the shame and injustice behind the pluralized voice, Brodzki and
Schenck suggest that the only way for female autobiographers to resist further

domination or exclusion is to take up the exact mode of self-representation that male
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autobiographers typically use.!2 While Brodzki and Schenck do point to the
fallaciousness of the masculine voice’s assumption of a monolithic identity, they fail to
privilege or even to see as equal the pluralized voice. This oversight is evident in their
applauding Roland Barthes for his autobiography!3, probably the first such work in
which a male narrator acknowledged the diffuse, always mediated nature of the self.
Brodzki and Schenck deem Barthes’s work “arguably. . . a model” for feminist
autobiographical studies, thus dismissing the fact that women autobiographers have
employed such a voice for centuries and thereby already have many such models among

their own sex.

Strategies of Empowerment in Metonymic Self-Representation

[ have discussed at length these initial feminist attempts at redefining
autobiography--seen in the work of Jelinek, Stanton. Brodzki and Schenck--because their
attention to the decentralized voice in many women'’s autobiographies is essential to my
own argument. While I, too, locate this voice in the women'’s testimonies which this
dissertation examines, I believe that this voice is empowering and deliberate. Part of my
undertaking in this dissertation is to argue for the valorizing of the collective,
decentralized voice in autobiography--most specifically, within American women’s
autobiographical writings from the Spanish Civil War. [ see such a voice as an
instrument of power, wherein the individual is strengthened, but never subsumed by, the
collective. Divergent as this autobiographical stance may be from the typical,
masculinized stance or from canonical expectations, it is shaped by a powerful political
agenda and a radically, deliberately renegotiated notion of self and community. This is

the stance that the metonymic writer takes up in the war testimonies which are the focus

12The two models of female “resistance,” for example, which Brodzki and Schenck provide, are the
autobiographies of Margaret Cavendish (1624?-1674) and Gertrude Stein (1874-1946), both of whom
slipped the apparent bonds of the diffuse female voice by co-opting masculine forms of self-representation.

13See Roland Barthes par Roland Barthes, 1977.
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of my dissertation. As such, the metonymic autobiographer is worthy of our respect and
our understanding,.

As [ narrow my discussion to self-representation in Spanish Civil War
testimonies, it is important to clarify #fow the metonymic writer in these texts differs from
the collectively speaking writer that Brodzki and Schenck identify. For Brodzki and
Schenck, a pluralized autobiographical voicc sccms to mean one thing: that the writer
knows how to define herself only by alterity. Self-articulation by alterity is predicated
upon the subject’s being so elided or even obliterated by her surrounding community that
she can delineate herself only by seeking the breaks, or ontological differences, between
self and other. This was seventeenth-century autobiographer Margaret Cavendish’s
project in contrasting her husband’s power-filled writing to her own humble scribblings
(Brodzki and Schenck 8). However, knowing oneself--writing oneself--in metonymic
relationship to one’s community is not the same as knowing and writing oneself in a
relationship based on alterity. Alterity depends on negativity: on what is not held in
common, what is not similar between the self and the others who surround her. Itisto
define oneself in purely negative terms. Metonymy, on the other hand, depends on
shared meaning between one subject and another. In a metonymic relationship, the
speaking subject knows herself to be in association with an other, and she speaks that
relationship deliberately, both distinguishing herself as a separate entity and at the same
time acknowledging the association.

I do not believe, then, that the American women witnesses of the Spanish Civil
War adopt a pluralized speaking voice simply because they are women and, as such,
know no other way to write the self. Nor do they, like the prototypically “feminine”
autobiographer defined by Jelinek, Stanton, Brodzki and Schenck, know themselves by
means of alterity. Their methods of self-identification, and of identification with the
group to which they belong and which they represent, are not employed as a means of

defining themselves against some other entity. Rather, those methods of identification
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work to include and to embrace other entities as part of a valued community. To speak
metonymically, then, is to allow other voices to speak along with one’s own, and to be
empowered by them as their representative.

American women’s testimonies from the Spanish Civil War further challenge and,
indeed, destroy assumptions about the limiting effect of one’s gender on one’s writing in
regards to choice of subject matter. Not only have carly feminist critics of women'’s
autobiography focused on the relational voice as a means of distinguishing women'’s
writing, but they have also tended to link that plural voice to private or domestic subject
matter. Estelle Jelinek, for example, claims that even those female writers whose careers
led them into the public sphere tended in their autobiographies to downplay any
references to those careers and to soften their political convictions. Such maneuvers,
according to Jelinek, point to the “inherent” difference between female and male writers
and female and male lives: that is, women’s traditionally more private lives compel them
to write mostly about things private, while men’s autobiographies generally highlight
public achievements. The women’s autobiographies that [ consider in this dissertation,
however, challenge such assumptions. American women’s autobiographies from the
Spanish Civil War do engage the collective, decentralized voice that critics such as
Jelinek see as a unifying trait among all women autobiographers; for Jelinek and others,
this is unifying trait prompts the limited categorization of women’s self-writing versus
men’s. American women’s Spanish Civil War testimonies shatter such categorizations,
however, for they employ the collective voice to speak not about private matters, but
rather to document and to address crises in the very public sphere of international
relations and civil war.

Throughout this dissertation, I contend that to delineate an inherently *“feminine”
voice and to mark out “women’s subject matter” as inviolably distinct from men’s is to
run the risk of hegemony. The testimonial writing by American women in the Spanish

war offers an alternative way of reading female autobiographies. In these testimonial
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writings, the subject’s metonymic voice has less to do with gender than it does with
psychological and political resistance. As [ indicate in the following discussion, both
forms of resistance are encoded in the life-writing of these women, who came into
contact with the traumatic experience of the Spanish Civil War, and who then positioned
themselves against their nation’s political current in giving public testimony about that
experience. The collective voice in these women’s testimonics, as [ will show, isonone
hand a method of survival, of preservation of the self and her story even in the midst of
mind-numbing trauma. On the other hand, within the context of bearing testimony, the

metonymic voice is deliberately chosen for reasons intensely public and openly resistant.

The Spanish Civil War as Trauma

How do we define a literature of trauma? How does trauma both complicate and
compel the trauma survivor (the witness of war)’s testimony? And what role does trauma
play in the metonymic self-writings of the American women who witnessed the Spanish
Civil War?

First of all, it is important to establish ways in which the Spanish Civil War can
be considered a traumatic event for anyone who experienced it. In the scope of
destruction done during this war alone, the statistics are numbing. In less than three
years, in a country smaller than the state of Texas, “nearly 300,000 people were dead.
About 120,000 Spaniards and 25,500 foreigners died in combat; there were 15,000
civilian deaths and 108,000 murders and executions” (Mangini 70). The Spanish war, as
the direct precursor to World War II, introduced to the world the horrific concept of “total
war,” wherein fighting is done not by armies but by populations. The earliest instances
of this within the context of the Spanish war, of course, were the civilian groups--labor
unions, student alliances, and the like--which rose up, spontaneously and en masse, to
beat back the invading fascist forces. As the fighting dragged on, the entire population--

military and civilian alike, man as well as woman as well as child--was still more deeply
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involved and affected. The regular carpet bombing of towns and cities within the
Spanish Republic, as well as the daily “tit for tat” assassinations between civilians on
both sides of the conflict, made the Spanish Civil War the first war which left virtually no
one in the country outside the realm of warfare. Total war, Susan Schweik points out,
renders “meaningless the abstract concept of the ‘front line’” (4). Thus we may see the
Spanish Civil War as an event without precedent; this concept is fundamental to our
understanding of the nature of trauma. Trauma, after all, is the event which disrupts
human history; because the traumatic event does not fit into any existing historical frame
of reference, survivors of the traumatic event perceive of that event as one which

happened outside history.

History of the Spanish Republic

It may seem paradoxical, then, to attempt to explain in part the trauma
experienced by American leftists involved in the Spanish Civil as a trauma induced by
history. Yet the political and historical changes taking place in Spain during the
formation and eventual demise of the Second Republic did constitute, in themselves, an
almost unfathomable shock for many who witnessed this unprecedented period in
Spanish history. So unforeseeable and far-reaching were these changes that those
eyewitnesses who had come to Spain believing that it embodied their cherished vision of
a triumphant proletariat, a successful socialist society, went home traumatized by the
utter decimation of this belief. This particular experience of trauma vis-a-vis the Spanish
Civil War stands out most clearly in the war memoir of Josephine Herbst, which [ will

discuss in Chapter Four."

¥ Certainly, we read a similar experience of trauma in the memoirs of other foreign witnesses to the who
came to Spain ready to give their lives for the Republican cause and left deeply embittered and permanently
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A broad historical understanding of this troubled time in Spain is fundamental to
any reading of Spanish Civil War testimonial literature. Although many testimonies of
this war tend to paint it in stark contrasts, with the aggressor fascists on one side and
democratic socialists on the other, the Spanish Republic was actually a conflicted, ever-
shifting, and extremely politically complex entity throughout the years of the war. As we
shall see, the degree to which American women witnesses were able to grasp this
complexity varies considerably, ranging from more idealistic representations by those
who did not physically travel to Spain to more cynical ones by those who spent several
months there.

Regardless of the degree to which outside witnesses understood these subtler
political nuances, however, no serious observer of this war was left untouched by the
sweeping changes taking place within the Republic. Eventually, the Republic’s political
machinations called into serious question the beliefs on which these witnesses had staked
their ideologies and, often, their very lives. Although it is, of course, impossible to
calculate the precise effect of the Republic’s self-disintegration on individuals who
participated in or espoused its cause, we cannot ignore the marks of trauma which it left
upon many of the more prominent literary witnesses. The very fact that originally left-
leaning witnesses such as John Dos Passos and George Orwell swung sharply to the right
in the wake of the Spanish Civil War, or that once-politicized writers such as Josephine
Herbst emerged from that war suddenly despairing of political activity altogether, speaks

of the traumatization inherent in watching one’s whole belief system shatter.

scarred by the disintegration of that cause. See John Dos Passos’s Adventures of a Young Man or George
Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia and Inside the Whale.
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In retrospect, it seems astonishing that a body so united as the Spanish Republic
initially appeared to be could have fragmented so violently after one year of war. Indeed,
throughout the first weeks of the fighting, unions and political parties across Eastern
Spain--from a political spectrum stretching from center to far left--organized and armed
themselves in the Republic’s defense almost immediately. How, then, did the Spanish
Republic come to embody divisions within its own ranks so sharp that it nearly destroyed
itself, and the stories of many of its members along with it? Along what fault lines in its
structure did these ideological differences open, nearly splitting the government apart?
One of the fundamental and deeply problematic characteristics of the Republic’s Popular
Front government was, after all, its having been formed of a strange amalgamation of
disparate and not necessarily compatible political parties and workers' unions.!3
Communists, socialists, and anarchists, members of the bourgeoisie and of the working
class, came together in uneasy union under the banner of the Popular Front. Each group
believing that they alone could not defeat fascism, these highly diverse entities were in
effect compelled to join forces in confronting Franco. This, at least, was the theory
guiding the Popular Front government.

The beginnings of the war, however, saw a starkly different political
configuration of the Republican side. At the outbreak of hostilities in Spain, defenders of
the Republic were hastily organized militias comprised of individual trade unions or

political groups, many of them anarchist or socialist, not Communist, in nature. The

15 Popular Front governments, widespread throughout Europe and Latin America in the decade of the
1930s, were the brainchild of the Communist Party International. Under Popular Froat policy, political
parties ranging from center to left joined together in order to present a united and powerful front against
right-wing parties. As Nelson observes, such policy “involved abandoning the Communist Party’s earlier
revolutionary stance” (Madrid 502). Spain’s Popular Front brought together a formerly divided Left and
was elected to government in February 1936.
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agenda driving these earlier militias tended to be frankly revolutionary; they were
fighting Franco in the name of massive land reform and workers’ control of industry. Of
those early days of the war, George Orwell recalls: “Land was seized by the peasants;
many factories and most of the transport were seized by the trade unions; churches were
wrecked and the priests driven out or killed” (190). During the opening weeks of the
war, according to Orwell, three thousand people, chiefly members of the working class,
died each day fighting for the Republic in “the various centres of revolt” throughout
Eastern Spain (191).
[t was the kind of effort that could probably only be made by people who were
fighting with a revolutionary intention--i.e. believed that they were fighting for
something better than the status quo. . . . [IJt would be hard to believe that the
Anarchists and Socialists who were the backbone of the resistance were doing this
kind of thing for the preservation of capitalist democracy. . . . (191)
Preservation of capitalist democracy, however, did come to be a significant part of
Republican agenda, as the Popular Front government--under the expanding influence of
the Soviet-backed Communist Party of Spain!®--began to emphasize that the war against
fascism must be won, first and foremost, before the Republic could initiate any sweeping
reforms. This emphasis on ending the war rather than on upholding the revolution helped
to create a broad base of support in Spain, among the bourgeoisie and much of the
working class, for Communist policy throughout the war. Indeed, the Communist Party

grew in representation and power in the Popular Front government as the war ground

16 The Communist Party of Spain (the P.C.E., or Partido Comunista de Espana) was the Comintern’s
affiliate in Spain. The Comintern, or Communist International, was “controlled by the Communist Party of
the Soviet Union; . . . [it] reflected the foreign policy of the Soviet Union and became primary organizer of
the International Brigades” (Nelson 491).
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on.!7 As the Soviet Union became more involved in the support and administration of
the Republic, 18 the militias were required to join the centralized army, and the diverse
political groups of the early Republic were ostensibly united under the Popular Front
government.

Such an agenda did not sit well, however, with the anarchist and dissident (or
anti-Stalinist) Communist groups who had risen to the defense of the Republic with more
openly revolutionary hopes and goals for the country. Tensions between these groups
and the Communist Party were early made evident. Many of the syndicalist- and
anarchist-based militias--especially those operating out of Barcelona--were resistant to
integration and slow to incorporate themselves into the Popular Front army. For
Barcelona’s numerous workers’ unions, as Cary Nelson reminds us, to espouse anarchism
was also to be “philosophically and viscerally opposed to centralized authority,” such as
that which the Communist Party advocated (Madrid 417). This dichotomy of interests
between the anarchists and the anti-Stalinists on one hand and the party-line Communists
on the other affected the political as well as the military scene in the Republic; as early as

February 1937, the P.O.U.M. and the F.A.L (Federacion Anarquista Iberica, or the

17 George Orwell documents how the constant “reshuffling” of the central government moved Popular
Front politics steadily toward the right and away from revolution. Francisco Largo Caballero. President of
Spain’s Socialist Party and head of the Spanish government from September 1936 to May 1937, “was
replaced by the right-wing socialist [Juan] Negrin” (195). Shortly thereafter, the Government aiso
eliminated the CN.T. [Confederacion Nacional de Trabajo, or the National Confederation of Workers] and
the U.G.T. [Union General de Trabajadores, or General Workers’ Union] from among its ranks. These
were the two most powerful labor groups in Spain; both sympathized with the revolutionary tactics of the
Spanish anarchists and anti-Stalinists. One year after the war’s outbreak, Orwell remarks, “there remained
a Government composed entirely of right-wing socialists, liberals, and Communists” (195). In effect, no
anarchists, anti-Stalinists, or anyone representing the revolutionary stance was left in the central
government. Orwell attributes this “‘general swing to the right” to the increasing power of the USSR over
the Spanish Republic, as the Soviet Union began to supply the Republic with arms and thus to occupy “a
position [from which] to dictate terms” (195).

18 Although the Comintern, under the guidance of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, volunteered
its aid to the Spanish Republic as early as July 26, 1936 (just nine days into the war), the first shipment of
Soviet arms did not arrive in the Republic until October 12 of that year (Kenwoad xii).
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Anarchist Federation of Iberia) demonstrated in Barcelona “in favor of social revolution
before victory in the war” (Kenwood xii).!? Such a conflict of ideologies foreshadowed
the “civil war within a civil war” of May 1937, when these two components of the
Republican side opened fire on each other for three days.

Meanwhile, Popular Front policy steadfastly maintained that unity among the
diverse political groups of the Republic was a necessary difficulty, if Franco were to be
defeated. As Frederick Benson notes, the Popular Front government continued to assert
“that interparty quarreling encouraged the fascist nations to increase their aggressive
actions and that only a truly ‘united front’ could effectively contain fascism” (14). Thus
ran the argument for smoothing over the political and ideological differences among
various factions of the left and bringing everyone under central command. This was a
task that proved increasingly difficult as those defenders of the Republic who had
believed that this war was about a people’s revolution became disillusioned with the
Popular Front’s increasingly conservative or anti-revolutionary stance.20 On the other
side of the ideological schism in the Republic were the party-line Communists, who
began to see those who continued to openly espouse anarchism, or to criticize Stalinism,
as threats to the stability of the Republican government.

To George Orwell, the Popular Front was a tenuous and “temporary alliance” at

best (198). Any Popular Front government, according to Orwell, is essentially “an

19 Along with the P.O.U.M. and the F.A.L, the C.N.T. also “advocated a revolutionary strategy for
winning the war and the revolution” (Nelson, Madrid 491).

20 Orwell sums up the growing ideological differences between anarchists and Communists within the
Republic as “the antagonism between those who wished the revolution to go forward and those who wished
to check or prevent it” (97). He goes on to explain that: “In particular the Communist Party, with Soviet
Russia behind it, had thrown its whole weight against revolution. [t was the Communist thesis that
revolution at this stage would be fatal and that what was to be aimed at in Spain was not workers” control
but bourgeois democracy” (193). Both Orwell and Franz Borkenau (The Spanish Cockpit) give extensive
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alliance of enemies, and it seems probable that it must always end by one partner
swallowing the other” (198). Indeed, by the ninth month of the war, differences between
the Communists and the anarchists within the Front had escalated to the level of open
hostility. Internecine animosity sprang to life in the barricades that either side erected in
Barcelona and in the bullets that they fired at each other for three disturbing days. Later
that same spring, Republican troops under Communist command attacked P.O.U.M.
headquarters in Barcelona, where they arrested the party’s forty-member central
committee. The Republican government then outlawed the existence of the P.O.U.M.
altogether and executed various of its leaders, among them Andres Nin.21

“For those stirred by the remarkable anarchist romance,” observes Nelson, May
1937 *“.. .was the point when the Spanish Revolution was suppressed” (418) in favor of
the Comintern’s protecting their larger political interests. Spain in the spring of 1937,
allows Nelson, was a vastly “complex political world” (418). Although the initial
defense of the Spanish Republic by its own workers was indeed a full-fledged people’s
revolution, by the end of the first year of the war the Spanish Communist Party had
effectively squelched “the efforts of truly radical parties to effect a social revolution. . . ”
(Benson 17). For those left-leaning American idealists who had laid their reputations and

19

often their very lives on the line for this supposedly “people’s” Republic, witnessing

these dramatic changes in that political entity were nothing short of traumatic. Thus we

eyewitmess reports and analyses of the Communist Party’s anti-revolutionary agenda in the Spanish Civil
War.

21 Nin was particularly suspect in the eyes of the Communist Party, as he had formerly worked as Leon
Trotsky’s secretary. The P.O.U.M. was inspired by Trotsky’s brand of anti-Stalinist, pro-revolutionary
Communism--one of the reasons for which they were regarded as dangerous by the Soviet-supported
Popular Front government.
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begin to understand the literature which these particular witnesses produced, reflecting on

their experiences of the Spanish Civil War, as a literature of trauma.

Trauma Literature
A traumatic event is one which happens outside the range of usual human

experience.?2 Judith Herman, Associate Clinical Professor of Psychiatry at Harvard

Medical School and author of Trauma and Recovery, expands this definition, asserting
that traumatic events are extraordinary “‘because they overwhelm the ordinary human
adaptations to life. Unlike commonplace misfortunes, traumatic events generally
involve threats to life or bodily integrity, or a close personal encounter with violence and
death. They confront human beings with the extremities of helplessness and terror, and
evoke the responses of catastrophe” (33). While trauma stems from physical threats, it
manifests itself psychologically. Cathy Caruth tells us that, within recent medical and

psychiatric literature, and most centrally in Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle,

“‘trauma’ is understood as a wound inflicted not upon the body but upon the mind. . . .
[T]his wound of the mind is experienced too soon, too unexpectedly, to be fully known
and is therefore not [immediately] available to consciousness” (Unclaimed 4). Traumatic
events cannot readily be incorporated into human consciousness or language because of
their very nature.

The wounding of the mind of which Caruth speaks was a common experience
among those who witnessed the Spanish Civil War firsthand; John Muste illuminates this
truth when he states, “The violence of the war [in Spain] proved a shock to almost all of
the volunteers. Few were old enough to have seen the first world war, and whatever
education they had at home in the horrors of war could hardly have prepared them for a
struggle in which tanks, bombing planes, and other ‘improved’ weapons. . . made their

appearance” (27). The Spanish Civil War was thus in many ways an event which

22 This definition of trauma was given by the American Psychiatric Association in 1980.
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provided no recognizable frame of reference--and thus no easy way of speaking of it--for
all who were a part of that war.

Given the massive trauma constituted by the Spanish Civil War, testimonial
writing emanating from that war may be classified as “a distinct ‘literature of trauma’
(Tal 17). Literature of trauma, as Tal defines it, is comprised of “the writings of trauma
survivors. . . . Literature of trauma holds at its center the reconstruction and reconstitution
of the traumatic experience. . .” (17). The production of this particular kind of literature,
as Herman indicates, involves a special kind of struggle, for trauma is marked by a
“conflict between the will to deny horrible events and the will to proclaim them aloud”
(1). Thus literature of trauma demands the immense effort “to find a language that
conveys fully and persuasively what one has seen” (2). Traumatic texts, Caruth adds,
“both speak about and through the profound story of traumatic experience” and engage
“the central problems of listening, of knowing, and of representing that emerges from the
actual experience of crisis” (4-5). Yet another important student of trauma, Robert Jay
Lifton, draws our attention to the fundamentally ethical imperative in writing trauma
literature. Lifton speaks of an “‘animating guilt™ or *“debt to the dead” which propels
many testimonies of trauma. This kind of guilt or debt, he writes, *is the anxiety of
responsibility. . . , the feeling that one must, should, and can act against the wrong and
toward an alternative” (139). By making public a traumatic testimony, then, the writer
acknowledges others who suffered with her but did not survive. By reminding her
readers of this loss, the writer likewise asks that we remember it and that we refuse to let
such loss happen again.

Although the application of trauma theory to literature has become a much-
employed hermeneutic in the past decade--thanks largely to the work of the scholars cited
above--testimony from two of the “big wars” in recent American history has remained
the primary subject of such theorizing. Herman and Lifton, for example, are

fundamentally concerned with trauma as it evinces itself in testimonies from Vietnam
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War veterans.23 Other scholars of trauma literature tend to focus on the Jewish
Holocaust. Dori Laub and Shoshana Felman, in Trauma and Testimony, train our gaze
on literary testimonies emanating from well-known writer-survivors of World War II
such Paul Celan and Albert Camus; they also pay close attention to Jewish Holocaust
survivor stories from that war gathered from personal interviews, as well as to Claude

Lanzmann's film, Shoah.24 . Kali Tal’s work in Worlds of Hurt?3 also begins with the
MtV o

Jewish Holocaust, but then shifts the focus to post-World War II experiences of trauma,
such as that of the Vietnam War veterans and contemporary survivors of sexual abuse.
As most critical and theoretical attention to the problem of reading traumatic narratives
begins in the 1940s and moves forward in time, my contribution brings to this body of
knowledge by bringing testimonies from the 1930s to this discussion. Much remains to
be said, then, about the effects of trauma on Americans who witnessed the brutalities of
the Spanish Civil War and who then returned home, wanting to speak for the silenced in
Spain but finding that they were silenced themselves.

While Dori Laub has called the Jewish Holocaust *‘the event without a witness”

(Testimony 80), [ would suggest that, for the leftist writers who retumed from Spain to an
America frozen under McCarthyism, the Spanish Civil War likewise became an event
without a witness. Certainly, for those Americans who had watched Franco’s obliteration
of the Spanish Republic and who then returned home only to confront a puissant political
conservatism which reached its startling apex with Senator Joseph McCarthy’s *“witch-
hunts,” there was no outside or exterior witness. As both Laub and Caruth have
suggested, a trauma survivor cannot find a voice--cannot find her own “interior witness,”

her own ability to speak or to testify to what she has experienced--unless she is first

23 The scope of both Herman and Lifton’s work also includes studies of Hiroshima and Nagasaki survivors
(Lifton) and survivors of rape and domestic abuse (Herman).

24 Shoah (1985) documents the testimonies of concentration camp survivors.

25Interc:stingly, Tal’s choice of cover illustration for Worlds of Hurt points away from her own post-World
War II studies and back, specifically, to the trauma of the Spanish Civil War. She chooses Pablo Picasso’s
Guernica.
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assured of an “‘exterior witness,” a listening Other who can enter the experience with the
trauma survivor and be a witness to her and to her story. “The absence of an empathic
listener,” says Laub, “or more radically, the absence of an addressable other, an other
who can hear the anguish of one’s memories and thus affirm and recognize their realness,
annihilates the story” (68). Laub indicates that, when exterior witnesses fail, the potential
witnesses {rom the inside (the Americans who had been to Spain during the war) find that
their experiences are “no longer communicable even to themselves. . . . This loss of
capacity to be a witness to oneself and thus to witness from the inside is perhaps the true
meaning of annihilation, for when one’s history is abolished, one’s identity ceases to
exist as well” (Testimony 82). Put another way, self-knowledge is possible only when
“I” know myself as a *‘you™ to someone else. The obliteration of the possibility of an

exterior witness often means the obliteration, too, of an interior one.

Metonymy as Psychological Resistance

How, then, with no outside witness to receive her story, does the inside witness
begin to speak of her experience? How is testimony possible within this context? What
enables testimonial literature from the Spanish Civil War, given that its writers could find
no ready audience for that literature, for decades afterward? The answer lies in the
process whereby a trauma survivor may actually create her own interior witness, who
stands in for the lost or missing exterior witness. As we have seen, a trauma survivor
depends on the existence of other selves around her in order for her to give testimony of
her experience; in the absence of such listening selves, however, the survivor may
summon an imagined--or remembered, or created--witness. As an example of this kind
of created witness, Laub relates the story of a young Polish-Jewish boy who survived the
Holocaust by escaping a concentration camp with nothing but a shawl and a passport

photo of his mother. Eventually taken in and hidden by various gentile families
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throughout the duration of the war, the boy evoked an interior witness to his trauma by
speaking regularly to the photograph of his mother. Laub attests that

what this young. . . [boy] was doing with the photograph. . . was, precisely,

creating his first witness, and the creation of that witness was what enabled him to

survive. . . . This story exemplifies the process whereby survival takes place

through thec creative act of establishing and maintaining an internal witness who

substitutes for the lack of witnessing in real life. (87)26
Creating one’s own internal witness, then, means proposing to oneself that someone else
is listening to the story, even when all appearances seem to indicate otherwise. Itisa
desperate measure, shaped by equally desperate situations.

Yet the result of such a measure is positive and long-lasting; as Laub points out,
this envisioning of an internal witness augments the survivor’s “ability to create a
cohesive, integrated narrative of the event” (87). This very process of narrating one’s
experience of trauma--whether it be to witness who is physically present, or to a witness
who is recalled or evoked--is “the process by which the narrator (the survivor) reclaims
his position as witness: reconstitutes the internal ‘thou,’ and thus the possibility of a
listener inside himself” (85). In American women bearing testimony to the Spanish Civil
War, the use of metonymic voice creates this possibility. The metonymic voice, because
it insists that the speaker is not a solitary, isolated figure but rather is part of an
interrelated web of others, is instrumental in narrating a story of war trauma. As we have
seen in Lifton’s study of the “anxiety of responsibility,” survivors are compelled to
narrate their trauma not only for their own healing, but also for the sake of others who

were part of that experience, too, but can no longer speak of it themselves.

26 judith Herman cites a similar case, in which a young man survived attempted murder through clinging
to “a very powerful image of my father” throughout the ordeal (60). Herman asserts that the survival of
traumatized individuals often depends on an “image of a connection that they managed to preserve, even in
extremity, though they are well aware that this connection was fragile. . .” (60, emphasis mine).
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The story which cannot be heard, the testimony that cannot be witnessed,
becomes the deathblow for the person bearing the unheard narrative (Laub 68). So the
writers who choose a pluralized or metonymic voice when speaking of their traumatic
experience do so in part to guard themselves against this terrible possibility. They are
already creating a “you” within the “I,” an object within the subject, a listener within the
teller. To conccive of the scif as plural is thus to protect that self from the dangers of
telling an unheard story. It likewise ensures that the self will always find its own internal
witness. Thus the metonymic voice in trauma testimonies from the Spanish Civil War
works for both the survival of the witness herself and for the survival of a story beyond
the witness--in this case, that of the fallen Spanish Republic--a story otherwise lost to or

silenced by mainstream history.

A Crisis of Witnessing in America
Such a strategy was essential for the American writers of Spanish War
testimonials at the close of the 1930s. Cary Nelson describes the “special vulnerability”

felt by these Americans as they attempted to engage audiences at home (Madrid 15).

Having ventured to Spain “because of their political convictions. . ., they were also
thereby isolated from most other Americans, the majority of whom. . . did not recognize
the reality” of the threat of fascism’s spread to the rest of the world (15). They were
further regarded as politically and ideologically dangerous--and were even more alienated
from the American public--in that, by traveling to Spain during the war in the first place,
they had directly violated U.S. law (15). For survivors of a trauma such as war, Judith
Herman emphasizes, their testimony must be met with a communal reception in order for
the survivors to achieve healing. “To hold traumatic reality in consciousness requires a
social context that affirms and protects the victim and that joins victim and witness in a
common alliance. . . . The systematic study of trauma therefore depends on the support of

a political movement” (9). For American witnesses of the Spanish Civil War, such a
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supportive social and political context was sadly lacking during the postwar period.
[dentifying themselves as a collective, then, and to include as many others in that group
as possible, was one means of resisting complete marginalization and silencing by
mainstream American society.

How can we explain the increasingly oppressive political climate in which
American citizens who had dared to sidc openly with the Spanish Republic were harassed
and silenced by their own government? What powers contrived to create what Dot Laub
calls a “‘crisis of witnessing’--that is, the total absence of empathic listeners to the
traumatic story--which American writers faced after the war? This crisis of witnessing is
particularly surprising and disturbing given the vitality of the American Left in the years
immediately preceding the Spanish Civil War. Indeed, as late as 1938, leftist causes in
the United States still garnered extensive support, at least from the intellectual

community of the day. In its survey, Writers Take Sides, the League of American

Writers asked hundreds of fellow writers two simple questions: *“‘Are you for, or are you
against Franco and fascism? Are you for, or are you against the legal government and the
people of Republican Spain?”27 Out of approximately 400 replies, 98% opposed Franco
and supported the Republic; 1.75% were neutral, and .25% (one vote) were pro-Franco.
In fact, most of the responses began with almost indignant statements such as “Of course
[ am for the Republic. . .” or “It insults my intelligence that there could be any other
answer. . .” Why, then, the difficulty that intellectuals and writers of the period
encountered in spreading these convictions more widely throughout the American public?
Ring Lardner, Jr. explains that, even though many artists and intellectuals of the 1930s
were aware of and supportive of the Spanish Republic’s struggle, “most of the public
either did not know or did not care enough about who stood for what in Spain for that to

count among the issues that shaped their voting decisions” (18). While this general

27In orchestrating and publishing this 1938 survey, The League of American writers followed the example
of The Left Review, a London periodical, which performed a similar survey among British writers in 1937.
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ignorance and apathy made possible the United States’s noninterventionism, 28 *“a
determined Catholic minority. . ., specifically taught by the church hierarchy that the
loyalist government in Madrid was the agent of the Antichrist™ (18) bolstered that stance.
Certain intellectual and political powers stood behind that determined pro-fascist
minority in America. Indeed, the Southem Agrarian movement, with its open support of
monarchist Catholicism and Italian fascism, opcrated as a kind of counter-force to
Proletarianism throughout the 1930s. Walter Kalaidjian points out that the controlling
agenda of the Southern Agrarians was not only literary--in that they sought to shape a
canon based on high modemism and the “squirearchy” of genteel tradition--but also
political: “[A]grarianism aimed to turn the tide of the emergent socialist culture that was
gaining considerable momentum in America between the wars” (“Marketing” 302). [n

the American Review, proponents of this new conservatism “‘espoused international

fascism” frequently and unashamedly. Kalaidjian cites several articles from that journal
praising Mussolini and contrasting Karl Marx-- “‘that Jew, Mordecai”--to Hitler, who
“restored ‘courage and hope’ through ‘the resurrection of the German National spirit”
(303).29 Thus the so-called culture wars of the 1930s took form, as pro-fascist writers
and academics of the Southern Agrarian stream pitted themselves against the burgeoning
class of artists and intellectuals who identified with socialism, and thus with the Spanish
Republicans.

America in the 1930s was thus a diverse populace, bounded as it was on one side
by extreme conservatives, on the other by ardent leftists, and constituted largely by those

unaffected by and uninterested in the Spanish war. Pro-Republican Americans, however,

28Following the example set by France in August 1937 and taken up by all the rest of western Europe, the
United States in October 1937 declared its noninterventionist stance vis-a-vis the war in Spain. Reasons for
doing so were complex and largely misguided; Western democracies assumed this stance, as Cary Nelson
explains: *. . . partly on the deluded hope that such a stance would discourage German and Italian
participation and partly because soome in the West were more comfortable with a fascist government in
Spain than with an elected government whose policies were disturbingly progressive” (Trees 17).

29 Kalaidjian quotes from Hoffman Nickerson’s “Property and Taxes,” American Review 5 (April-
October 1935): 568-569.
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were still a vocal minority throughout the decade. United by a leftist ideology as yet
unthreatened by the Hitler-Stalin pact and other indications of Communism’s darker side,
they saw in Republican Spain the icon of all the ideological and political revolution for
which they struggled. It became The Cause around which most of the left-leaning
intelligentsia of the era quickly rallied.

Franco’s eventual victory in Spain, however, was in many ways a deathblow to
the American Left. This stunningly disappointing outcome heralded a new and shattering
set of changes which the Left underwent as the 1930s staggered to an end. As Joseph
North notes: *“A series of outward historical events--like the Stalin purge trials of the
1930s and the suppression of the anarcho-syndicalists [by the Comintern] in the closing
trauma of the Spanish Civil War--had disheartened” many of the prewar leftists (21). But
perhaps the single most devastating event to the American Left was the Nazi-Soviet non-
aggression pact of 1939. After 1939, growing disillusionment and frustration with the
Communist Party among many formerly enthusiastic American members diminished the
ranks of the Party in the United States and fractured the Leftist movement which had
flourished in the 1930s. By the end of the war, then, the American Left was rapidly
losing its unity, its voice, and, in the defeat of the Spanish Republic, the fulcrum through
which it had poured much of its conjoined energy and passion.

Hank Rubin, whose 1997 Spain’s Cause Was Mine details the two years he spent

as a medic for the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, remembers the decidedly transformed
political atmosphere into which he returned in 1939:
We landed in New York, where grim-faced FBI agents looked us over,
memorizing our faces, for we had been labeled *“premature anti-fascists™ . . . . To
the [U.S.] government, we were fighters who threatened the peace of the nation.
The passports of those of us who had them were confiscated and never returned.
Those who hadn’t gotten theirs back in Spain had trouble establishing that they

were really U.S. citizens and had the right to enter their own country. (150)
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Rubin’s story of his re-entrance into America is emblematic of the experience of any
American who had supported the Spanish Republic, or other causes identified with
Communist or leftist ideals, as the 1930s disappeared into the 1940s and 1950s. As
America considered how best to protect her own interests in the impending onslaught of
World War II, leftists were suddenly perceived as dangerous to national stability. Yet it
was not until the close of World War [I--during which, as Cary Nelson wryly observes,
the United States conveniently set aside its anti-Communism to become allies with the
Russia--that America truly resembled “an occupied country” to former or current leftists.
Anti-Communism, Nelson writes, “returned to function much more effectively and
persuasively than it had before. A vast confederation of repressive forces--from national,
state, and local government to the media, business leaders, and political organizations--
collected around economic and political interests that had much to gain from instituting
and maintaining the cold war” (25, Trees). In America, the business world at large
embraced anti-communism as a means of breaking labor unions and of continuing to reap
the profits of a burgeoning war industry.
Opportunist politicians. . . found theatrically staged anti-Communist hearings an
easy way to build reputations. A group of reactionary political organizations
whose members actually believed the well-publicized stories of Communist
subversion--from the American Legion to the Daughters of the American
Revolution--offered enthusiastic support. In the end, some people on the Left
went to jail and many thousands lost their jobs. (25)
Anyone once identified with the Communist Party or active in support of Leftist causes
was summarily swept from public and private employment during the *nationwide
purge” of the McCarthy era (25).
Indicative of the fear-laced political climate of 1950s America is Alvah Bessie’s
Introduction to The Heart of Spain, a 1951 collection of fiction, nonfiction, and poetry by

Americans who had gone to Spain in support of the Republic government. Bessie spends
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exactly half of this Introduction defending Communism and decrying the Red Scare. *..
[S]ome writers who supported the cause of the Spanish people when it was fashionable. .
. to be anti-fascist. . . . are today fearful and silent. . .,” Bessie accuses (vii). “Itis
therefore important at the time,” he asserts, “when the ideals of human progress, decency,
and even peace are under official attack as ‘Red,” ‘subversive,” and even ‘treasonable,’ to
present such a volume as this. . .” (viii). As the Cold War commecncced in America, past
connections to the Spanish Republic had come to be regarded as completely, and even
dangerously, counter-cultural.

The rich, complicated story of the American thirties, Joseph North attests, was
recoded into a simpler, smoother myth, dominated by easy “‘us-and-them” binaries: “The
indictment says that we [on the Left] cared nothing for literature, for truth, for beauty; we
were guided by a bleakly fanatic loyalty to an alien philosophy: Marxism, Communism. .
. . We were infiltrators. We were the unamericans” (20). Maxwell Geismar retlects on
the radicalism of the 1930s and the sustained efforts, throughout subsequent decades, to
erase or bury their legacy. Writing in 1969, Geismar was among the first wave of
cultural critics who, after thirty years of silence, began to articulate the necessity of
unearthing what he called the “buried history” of prewar American ideology and
literature. “The social atmosphere was so heavy, dense, oppressive,” Geismar remembers
of the postwar years (5). “The aesthetic air was so thin, pure and abstract.30. .. As a
historian of American literature [ wondered why all the major figures whom [ admired--
from Howells and Mark Twain to Dreiser, Sherwood Anderson, Ellen Glasgow and
Thomas Wolfe--were in such eclipse. [ wondered why Melville, a great American radical
and social reformer, was being made into such a conservative. . . . [ wondered why Scott
Fitzgerald, an attractive novelist of manners at best, was being revived so heavily. ..” (5).

Geismar’s point, of course, is that political ideology is not formed of thin air; its

30These two lines Geismar quotes from an earlier text, American Moderns, wherein he recognized and
condemned, “as early as 1958, the state of oppression that had befallen American culture and politics (5).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



undergirding structures are built of public opinion and taste, which are in turn directly
informed by whatever literature the nation most widely consumes. Thus the suppression
of left-leaning authors and their texts throughout the 1940s and 1950s was also the
silencing of any political testimony emanating from the Left. Testimonies from the
Spanish Civil War that supported the Republic, then, were imminently dangerous to the
status quo. From the close of the Spanish Civil War until the closc of thc McCarthy-
Eisenhower era, America made no room at all for such resistant voices.

American witnesses of the Spanish war confronted a double silencing at home.
The psychological wounding caused by the war itself and then the lack of an audience in
America worked in tandem with the political project of McCarthy, who wanted to erase
or banish all traces of radicalism from America in the 1950s. As Edwin Rolfe has
written, American life during the 1940s and 1950s was *“like living in the peaks of the
Andes--the air is thin and tense and [those who had been openly leftist in the 1930s] must
develop new adaptations to survive” (Nelson, Trees 34). American testimony from the
Spanish Civil War, then, was all but impossible. Indeed, the only way that primary
witnesses could speak their story and be assured of a listener was by evoking a
community of other interior witnesses. The metonymic text invokes and relies upon such

a community.

Metonymy as Political Resistance

Muriel Rukeyser’s poem, “Mediterranean,” from which I quoted as introduction
to this chapter, lends us a striking example of the collective voice’s political intentions
and capabilities. Rukeyser’s use of the first person plural immediately notifies us that she
experiences the action described in this poem--as well as the ramifications of that action--
not as an isolated individual but rather as member of a larger group. The action of this
poem, the intense seeing of the air battles and the destroyed homes, is intimately involved

in political work--more specifically, in the work of political witnessing. Moreover, the
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results of that witnessing are political, too, for the witnesses have left behind the numbing
safety of the world of people who do rot choose to see the war, who lock themselves into
the dull routine of middle-class America. Rukeyser’s condemnation of those who
mindlessly follow the groove “between the table and the desk / between the town and the
suburb” distinguishes the community of witnesses as a separate entity: an entity now
possessed of the responsibility to give public testimony of what they have seen of the
war, and to thus prevent the “slow disintegration” she notes and fears in her ignorant
compatriots at home. Thus, both the seeing of the war and the denunciation of those who
do not see it are highly politicized acts; they involve Rukeyser and her community
directly in the public sphere. That she will not raise her voice of protest alone, but will
rather join her voice to that of her fellow witnesses, gives greater political power to her
testimony. [n other words, the collective voice of Rukeyser’s poem is immediately
empowering and enabling. Rukeyser also shatters any pretensions of difference between
men and women witnesses and the effects that such witnessing has upon them. She
insists that the subject of her poem, the war in Spain, has potent and equal ramifications
on both “male and female.”

Muriel Rukeyser’s poem provides us with a beginning glimpse into the ways in
which the collective autobiographical voice can do political work. In the following
discussion, I will consider more precisely the means by which the collective voice
enables a radically political agenda. [ will also show how metonymic autobiography, in
addressing political concerns, simultaneously takes into account the more individualized
concerns of its narrator and the narrator’s community. As a way of approaching these
issues, [ will first establish the theoretical definitions and delineations of what [ am
calling the “autobiography of witness™: one that is metonymically voiced and politically

engaged.
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Not until the mid-1980s have such texts--and the questions they engender--caught
the attention of literary theorists and critics.3! Most critics today point to the 1984
publication of the English edition of Rigoberta Menchu’s literary testimony, as the
foundation of recent interest in collectively voiced, politicized autobiographies.32 Since
then, literary critics have wrangled over the terms and the boundary lines by which to
define such nontraditional autobiographics. John Beverley, whose critical work focuses
on testimonial literature from Latin America, distinguishes between testimonial literature
and other kinds of autobiography. He goes so far, in fact, as to suggest that the
testimonial as such (what he refers to as “restimonio ™ ) constitutes its own separate genre.
Although Beverley insists on its uniqueness, his definitions of the testimonio’s structure
and function seem to be precisely those by which [ identify the collectively voiced,
political autobiographies of the American women in Spain. Beverley writes, “By
testimonio [ mean a. . . narrative. . . told in the first person by a narrator who is also the
real protagonist or witness of the events he or she recounts. . .” (92); he specifies that this
narrative must be concerned *“‘with a problematic collective social situation in which the
narrator lives. The situation of the narrator is one that must be representative” of a larger
group to which she belongs (94). While such a description would fit equally well the

American narratives of witness which [ examine here, Beverley argues that the testimonio

31 Doris Sommer dates the rise of the testimonial text from the 1960s, explaining that “the mandate to
rewrite . . . history from the ‘people’s’ perspective was renewed with a greater sense of cultural
independence after the Cuban Revolution” (113). English-speaking literary critics, however, did not take
much interest in these texts until the appearance of [, Rigoberta Menchu (1983, translated from Spanish to
English in 1984). Every article that [ have found on testimonial literature was written after publication of
Menchu’s autobiography; all of them use her text as a reference point. Why Menchu’s work in particular
has incited so much interest is a question I am unable to fully address here. I would submit the incipient
theories that hers was one of the first such testimonial works to be translated into English, that her richly
detailed portrayal of Mayan culture is intriguing and appealing to Western readers, and that many Western
(particularly American) readers are directly implicated by her story--which describes and decries the United
States’s unjust involvement in Guatemala’s civil war.

32 Other examples of recently published, overtly political metonymic autobiographies are Domitila
Barrios™ Let Me Speak (1978), Raymonda Tawil's My Home, My Prison (1980), Nawal al-Saadawi’s
Woman at Point Zero (1983), Omar Cabeza’s Fire From the Mountain (1985), and Ruth First’s 117 Days
(1988), to name only a few. None, however, has been as rapidly and solidly admitted into the literary
canon as has Menchu’s.
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is defined not only by structure and political agenda, but also by geography. Testimonio,
in his view, can only be produced in Latin America.

Although [ admire Beverley’s work at bringing more fully into public light the
history and political importance of Latin American testimonios, [ believe that his
determination of what constitutes testimonial literature is rather limiting. The limits
which he impases on festinonio arc particularly problematic in that he positions
testimonio in direct opposition to autobiography; in doing so, he falls back upon the old,
conventional definition of autobiography. As we have already seen, that definition has
been challenged and opened up over the past several decades; hence, [ believe Beverley
errs when he assumes that autobiography must follow *‘an ideology of individualism. . .
built on the notion of a coherent, self-evident, self-conscious, commanding subject who
appropriates literature precisely as a means of ‘self-expression’. . .” (102-103).
According to Beverley, “autobiography” can never be written from a communal
perspective, nor can it involve itself directly in political work. While testimonio regularly
employs the metonymic voice, “‘autobiography,” as Beverley understands it, is the work
of “a unique, ‘free,” autonomous ego” (103). To insist that the “‘uniqueness” and
autobiography of the speaking “I” is essential to a definition of autobiography is to re-
instate a definition which we have already seen as outdated, rigid, and potentially
hegemonic. The limitations which Beverley imposes on the political agenda of
autobiography are equally troubling. “Autobiography,” in his view,

produces in the reader--who, generally speaking, is already either middle- or

upper-class or expecting to be a part of those classes--the specular effect of

confirming and authorizing his or (less so) her situation of relative social

privilege. Testimonio, by contrast. . . always signifies the need for a general social
change in which the stability of the reader’s world must be brought into question.
(103)
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By clinging to such narrow and outdated definitions of autobiography, Beverley is
able to carve out a “unique” niche for testimonio, utterly separate from--and indeed,
juxtaposed against-- “‘autobiography.” [ would argue, however, that American women’s
testimonial literature from the Spanish Civil War shatters the barrier between
conventional autobiography and other forms of testimonial literature. Indeed, in none of
the texts which this dissertation considers do I see the affirmation of middle-class status
quo which Beverley locates in “‘autobiography.” These texts, in fact, do exactly the
opposite; they seek to threaten and crack open the complacency and ignorance which
they saw in all those Americans who turned their faces from the war in Spain. When
Beverley claims that the testimonio’s goal is to engage its readers’ “sense of ethics and
justice,” thereby involving them *‘with a popular cause normally distant, not to say alien,
from their immediate experience” (99), he may just as well be speaking about American
testimonies from the Spanish Civil War, written with the express purpose of stirring the
apathetic public in America, and in the rest of Europe, to the defense of Spain’s Republic.

Doris Sommer, who studies women'’s testimonial literature, also focuses on the
Latin American testimonio; like Beverley, she sees a fundamental difference between
testimonios and other forms of autobiography. “By understating the difference,” she
claims, “we may miss the potential in what [ am calling the testimonial’s collective self:
the possibility to get beyond the gap between public and private spheres. . ." (110).
Sommer further echoes Beverley in that she locates the power of the collective self in its
ability to use private stories--testimonials--as a way of bringing a group’s struggle for
justice into public light. As Beverley says, testimonial literature “has been important in
maintaining and developing the practice of international human rights and solidarity
movements” (99). So, too, for Sommer, “testimonial” indicates a largely public
endeavor, to be distinguished from what she sees as autobiography’s more introspective

gesture.
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Here again we see an assumption on the part of the critic that an autobiography
narrated by a collective or metonymic self can no longer truly be autobiography. Both
Beverley and Sommer problematize this assumption by claiming that, furthermore, no
literature is truly testimonial unless it emanates from Latin America. [n Beverley’s and
Sommer’s minds, the “phenomenon of a collective subject” operates as a kind of
resistance to the hegemonic pose of what they call “Western autobiography” (Sommer
111). Thus the collective autobiographer reminds us *“that life continues at the margins
of Western discourse” (111). Such a belief, however, implies that all Western writing is
hegemonic, or that everyone who lives in a Western culture participates in or condones
hegemony. This was clearly nor the case with Americans who left their country
voluntarily to fight fascism in Spain, and who were then openly persecuted by their own
government upon returning home. After all, it seems appropriate to think of the
international volunteers who flocked to Spain as volunteer soldiers and medical
personnel, or who campaigned and raised funds at home for the Spanish anti-fascists, as
an early solidarity movement.

How, then, do we open up space for metonymic self-representation in Western
self-writing? Barbara Harlow’s study of what she terms “resistance literature” proves
helpful here. Harlow does not define autobiography as rigidly as do Sommer and
Beverley. She asserts that *“. . .the strictly generic classification collapses” as she
examines nontraditional autobiographical texts, and that “. . . social and political issues
emerge in such a way as to redefine the formal criteria and codifications™ (xix). As [ do,
Harlow identifies nontraditional autobiography as self-writing in which the narrator is “. .
. actively engaged in a re-definition of the self and the individual in terms of a collective
enterprise and struggle” (120). The term “resistance,” for Harlow, “presupposes. . . an
‘occupying power’ which has either exiled or subjugated. . . a given population and has in
addition significantly intervened in the literary and cultural development of the people it

has dispossessed. . . . Literature, in other words. . . [becomes] an arena of struggle” (2).
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She turns to Kenyan activist and writer Ngugi wa Thiong’o, who has maintained that *“in
literature there have been two opposing aesthetics: the aesthetic of oppression and
exploitation and of acquiescence with imperialism; and that of human struggle for total
liberation™ (8).33 Within this framework, which focuses on a narrative’s form and
function, Harlow (through Ngugi) shifts away from Beverley’s and Sommer’s emphasis
on geography. She thus opens up spacc for inclusion of resistant texts written under
oppressive regimes both Third World and Western.34 [ would contend that both Spain
under Franco and the United States under McCarthyism constituted oppressive regimes;
indeed, they were regimes which the writers of American testimonials of the Spanish
Civil War knew all too well.

Caren Kaplan, who also sees the metonymically voiced, testifying autobiography
as politically resistant, asserts that such texts belong to what she calls an “outlaw genre.”
Arguing that Western literary structures are fundamentaily limited, always operating to
exclude or to hold back the cultural margins, Kaplan explains that “counterlaw, or out-
law. . . productions often break most obvious rules of genre. Locating out-law genres
enables a deconstruction of the ‘master’ genres. . .” (119). Her “out-law” texts, then, are
doubly resistant in that they challenge the laws of the canon and the laws of the state in
which the narrator lives. Among those texts which Kaplan includes in the *“out-law
genres” are the prison memoir, the testimonial, and various other nontraditional forms of
autobiographical writing. Kaplan, too, pushes beyond geographical barriers by asserting
that both Third and First World women are capable of writing such *‘out-law” texts.

Out-law texts, resistance literature, testimonio: This recent explosion of terms

demonstrates the slippery, troubled nature of any critical work which attempts to define

33See Ngugi wa Thiong o, “Literature in Schools.” Writers in Politics. London: Heineman, 1981.

34Harlow does specify that resistance literature emerges from conflicts between a Western and an
indigenous culture, or between a colonizing and a colonized people; as Shirley Mangini proposes, however,
there are various forms of colonization. We might, for example, see those Republican Spaniards who
survived the war only to live under Franco’s harsh forty-year dictatorship as colonized subjects. See my
discussion of Mangini’s theory later in this chapter.
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or to draw boundaries around collectively voiced, politically engaged self-writing. [
would here assert the belief, along with cultural and literary critic Kali Tal, that “[u]nlike
the most playful of the deconstructionists, we do not seek to prove that there is, finally,
no solid place to stand” (5). Nonetheless, [ also believe (again, echoing Tal) that the
critic’s responsibility is *“to present a continuous challenge to the assumptions upon
which any communal consensus is based--to insist that nothing gocs without saying” ().
Part of the process of redefining and opening up the genre of autobiography must
inevitably include some haggling over the new boundary lines. Yet this process, arduous
as it may appear, is essential to the inclusion and recognition of more politicized,
testimonial works such as the ones [ examine here. Regardless of theoretical differences
of opinion among autobiographical critics regarding how to re-draw the boundaries, [ see
in all of this recent criticism a fervent effort to make room within academic discourse for
many voices, especially those voices speaking from the margins. This effort in itself
demonstrates a protest against the forces of patriarchy, colonialism, or any other
institution that works to maintain inequality of power between the “center” and the

“margins.”

The Autobiography of Witness

The American women who dared to go to Spain during the war and who then
dared still further to make public their war experience by writing about it are a worthy
subject for such politically resistant scholarly work. These women, both by moving to
Spain and then deciding to speak for the silenced Spaniards, demonstrate a deliberate and
powerful effort to listen and call attention to voices that would otherwise have gone
unheard in most of the world. By attempting to find a space within critical discussion for
their autobiographies, [ hope to do through my criticism what those women did through

their lives and their self-writing. As Caren Kaplan says, *. .. [R]esistance is a mode of
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historical necessity; . . . the critical practice of out-law genres challenges the hierarchical
structures” of canonical and colonial discourse (135).

Seen through this lens, an autobiographical text may work in diametrical
opposition to the colonizing impulse that Georges Gusdorf located--and, indeed, upheld--
in traditional autobiography. As we contemplate the amplifications and permutations
lately wrought in critical understanding of autobiography as a genre, the more
progressive among us might be tempted to cry, “You’ve come a long way, baby!™ I do
not wish to ignore, however, the potential for utter amorphousness into which
autobiography might slide, should literary critics not be painstaking and deliberate in
setting forth our criteria for including a work in this genre. Shirley Mangini’s term,
“memory text,” sheds light on the particular nature of politically engaged, metonymic
autobiographies such as the ones on which I focus in this dissertation.

More expansive than either Beverley or Sommer in her definition of testimonial
writing, Mangini joins Harlow and Kaplan in blurring the boundary between testimonial
and other politicized autobiographical writings. In Mangini’s definition, a memory text is
autobiographical writing that refuses traditional autobiography’s assumption of the
individual *I” as subject and center of the narrative. Furthermore, Mangini stipulates,
memory texts must be written out of a site of catastrophe or oppression (such as war,
prison, exile, or colonialism). “Almost invariably,” Mangini states, the authors of
memory texts “display a need to denounce the injustice perpetrated not only against them,
but also against many other people, especially women. Herein lies the power and the
empowerment of the memory texts: the political exigency of protest, a unified, primordial
scream of solidarity ” (57). For Mangini, then, the role of the narrator as political witness
is more important than the ethnicity or nationality of that narrator.

While Mangini seems to be pointing to precisely the same kind of metonymic,
politically engaged autobiography that critics such as Beverley, Sommer, Harlow and

Kaplan delineate, the writers of her memory texts are specifically non-Third World
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women. The focus of her study, Memories of Resistance (1995), is, indeed, those

Spanish women who participated in the Republic’s defense against fascism. Mangini
argues that early twentieth-century Spanish women share with their Latin American
counterparts the position of colonized subject because of their twofold subjugation to the
strident Catholicism and deeply instituted patriarchy that defined Spanish culture in the
time of the civil war. 33

Mangini, like all of the critics who find a distinctly political agenda in the
metonymic text, emphasizes that thinking of oneself and one’s life experience in
collective terms is not uncommon among a colonized or subjugated people. She
acknowledges that **. . . the notion of colonial subject is useful, if thorny” within the
context of her study of Spanish women (55). After all, she reminds us, “[w]e are
listening to white European women who were colonized, economically and politically, by
their own white European countrymen’ (55). While she is careful to acknowledge the
differences between one form of colonialism and another, she nonetheless sees close
parallels between the autobiographical texts of politically active, twentieth-century Third
World women and those of Spanish women working and writing in resistance to Franco
during the Spanish Civil War. “We are dealing with an exceptional period in Spain,” she
contends (57). Those Spanish women who wrote memory texts during or immediately
after the war “broke the rules of silence by writing or speaking. These Spanish women
are ‘outlaws’36 both in their lives and in their memory texts” (57). Geographically and
culturally removed from the Third World narrators cited by most critics of collective
autobiographies, the Spanish women of Mangini’s study share with their Third World
sisters a deliberate, consciously chosen stance. They are all resisting the law of genre

(which specifies that autobiography must have a central “I"’) as well as the law of gender

35These were, of course, two oppressive elements of Spanish culture which the Republic of 1936 sought to
eliminate; such efforts were curtailed in 1939 with Franco’s victory.

36She refers explicitly here to Kaplan’s term, “out-law genres.”
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(which insists that women’s voices defer to men’s); these women writers thereby
articulate a new form of resistance which is both literary and political.

As we have seen, Mangini indicates that, in order to write such a text, one must be
colonized or in some way living under a politically repressive regime. How, then, do the
six more or less privileged American women of this dissertation fall within those
parameters? Certainly we must open this discussion by peinting to the relative privilege
which they as early twentieth-century writers did wield: They were white, middle class,
and did—at least throughout the pre-McCarthy era of their lives—enjoy significant
physical mobility and literary license. As such, then, it would be impossible to argue that
the subject position of these six women is exactly parallel to that of the Third World
writers of testimonial literature whom [ have earlier cited. [ would argue, however, that it
is still possible to draw comparisons between the two groups and thus to enrich our
understanding of the ways in which the metonymic voice challenges various kinds of
oppressive political contexts.

The American government’s harassment and censuring, throughout the postwar
period, of those who had openly supported the Spanish Republic certainly constitutes a
kind of colonization--in this case, startlingly, of its own citizens. As Mangini suggests,
the term “‘colonization” may denote more than those power structures utilized by the
British Raj or by the Spanish conquistadores and viceroys of the New World. Sidonie
Smith and Julia Watson point out: *“There has been more colonizing going on in the
world than that which took place under the obvious colonial authorities. . .”(xvi).
“[C]olonization almost invariably implies a relation of structural domination, and a
suppression--often violent--of the heterogeneity of the subject(s) in question™ (xvi).
Given this conceptualization, it is not difficult to see how pro-Spanish Republic
Americans found themselves in the role of colonized subject during the Cold War years,
in which “there was increasingly only one public culture in the country, a kind of bland

conformity enforced at any human cost,” in Nelson’s words (‘“‘Lyric” 34). As Abraham
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Lincoln Battalion veteran Edwin Rolfe put it, Americans who had been openly leftist in
the 1930s had to write, under McCarthyism, “as though [they] lived in an occupied
country” (34). Thus, while most academic studies of the metonymic, political
autobiography stipulate that they must be written by a colonized subject, [ would suggest,
along with Smith and Watson, that the universalizing or undifferentiated use of terms like
“colonization” actually *“erases the subject’s heterogencity” and “empties the subject” of
all its potential diversity (xiv, xv). Thinking of American women’s testimonies from the
Spanish Civil War as a kind of colonial discourse--which “talks back™ to the dominant
political powers--helps us to understand more fully how these testimonies employ the
metonymic voice towards a politically resistant end.

[ have focused on these scholars of testimonial literature--such as Harlow,
Kaplan, and especially Mangini--because their understanding of the relationship between
the collective voice and the politically resistant position most closely parallels my own.
However, in maintaining an awareness of the individuality of all the various kinds of
stories of resistance, it is important that [ find a term for the specific subjects of my own
study. In considering the American women writers who bore witness to the war in Spain,
the “‘autobiography of witness” is a fitting term. I choose this term because it reflects
both the individual and the collective experience which are knit together in metonymic
self-writing. The word *“‘autobiography” keeps an emphasis on the individual narrator’s
point of view, while the word “witness” draws our attention to that narrator’s stance: a
stance which is directed outward, to take into consideration the stories of others. Being a
witness, even as one is also an autobiographer, implies that the writer is intimately
involved with those others for whom she gives testimony. As I discussed earlier in this
chapter, the concept of witnessing is also important within the psychological context, as
the survivor of trauma--in this case, the Spanish Civil War--works toward her own

healing by externalizing that story.
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The metonymic voice of these “autobiographies of witness,” then, is constructed
out of a need to establish fellow witnesses--witnesses who share with the speaker the
burden of the traumatic story--so that the trauma survivor will be enabled to begin to tell
that story. The writers of these texts do share with authors of Third World testimonials a
recognition that community is power, and that political resistance can be done by writing

and publishing onc’s testimony.

Women Witnessing War: The Struggle to Be Heard

“Telling it like it is” is the project of the autobiography of witness--often in direct
opposition to official, sanitized versions of “how it was.” As Kali Tal reminds us,
whenever “telling it like it is™

threatens the status quo, powerful political, economic, and social forces will

pressure survivors either to keep their silence or to revise their stories. [f the

survivor community is a marginal one, their voices will be drowned out by those
with the influence and resources to silence them, and to trumpet a revised version

of their trauma. (7).

Who among the American survivors of the Spanish Civil War was more marginal
a group than the few exceptional women whose testimonies this dissertation examines?
Although we have already established that all those Americans who participated in the
Spanish Republic were marginalized by their government upon their return home, women
within this context experienced a double marginalization, based not only on their politics
but also on their gender.

As Tal indicates, “Less marginal trauma survivors can sometimes band together
as a community and retain a measure of control over the representation of their
experience” (7). We see this position in the American male survivors of the Spanish
Civil War, for, throughout the Cold War years, they were numerous enough--and unified

enough--to maintain some control over the dissemination of their war testimonies.
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Anthologies of American writing from the Spanish Civil War, such as Alvah Bessie’s

The Heart of Spain and Bessie and Albert Piago’s Qur Fight--to say nothing of the

anthologies edited by British veterans of the war--all demonstrate a sustained effort on
the part of male survivors of the war to present themselves to the public as a united front.
National organizations such as the Veterans of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade and its
regular periodical, Thc Volunteer (both still in existence today), further attest to the
relative unity and size of the male contingent of American witnesses to Spain’s civil
war.37

The story of the female American witness, on the other hand, is one of almost
complete isolation and silencing. The women whose testimonies [ discuss here went to
Spain, lived there, retumed home, and wrote of their experiences as separate entities,
unattached to a larger, unifying group such as the Lincoln Battalion. Separated from
fellow witnesses in the aftermath of the war, they seek a community of witnesses through
their writing. In the metonymic voice, which constantly asks us to consider the greater
community whom the speaker represents, these American women witnesses evoke the
Spaniards among whom they once lived.38 In so doing, they likewise confront the need
for witnesses to themselves, to their own unheard stories. The metonymic representation
of self answers that need by ensuring, in the absence of exterior witnesses, a community
of interior ones.

Elizabeth Foxwell, addressing the virtual silence around women’s stories of war

in the first half of the twentieth century, notes that “women lacked the community of

37 Lini DeVries, a nurse for the Medical Bureau to Save Spanish Democracy, did participate for several
years in the Los Angeles chapter of the Veterans of the Abraham Lincoin Brigade. However, in her
memoir, Up from the Cellar (discussed in Chapter Five), she is careful to distinguish herself from the
veterans: “I was not a veteran in the sense of being a soldier on the Madrid front,” she points out (278). As
such, she participated in these meetings as a special invitee: “I was honored to have any veteran, from any
country, who had fought in Spain against Franco, invite me to be with him” (278).

38 It is interesting to note that, in most women's testimonies of the war, it is the Spanish people who are
seen as community; men’s testimonies, counterwise, focus on their fellow comrades-in-arms. Because the
International Brigades were organized according to nationality, the community of most American male
testimonies of the war tends to consist of other American soldiers.
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comrades that ex-servicemen possessed and experienced a ‘feeling of inferiority. . . when
they set their war experience beside that of husbands, brothers, or lovers. . .” (182). She
concludes that, “[f]rom the difficulty of the task, and from diffidence, most of them kept
silent’39 (182). Indeed, we cannot deny that, during the early decades of the twentieth
century, women'’s position within the context of war was different from men’s. Women
were still essentially members of the civilian population; they experienced war by living
in cities wracked by starvation and bombing, rather than by engaging in combat on the
front lines. In many ways, the gender lines drawn by war in the 1930s contrived to
isolate and thereby silence women’s experience of war, while maintaining a public focus
on men’s experience only. Front line service, with all its various individual awards,
honors and medals, trains the public gaze upon the single admirable man. To be a
civilian in time of war, however, is to see oneself reflected in the language of the military
and of the press as an anonymous member of an amorphous group: “the civilian

population.”

Metonymy and the Resistance to Silencing

Thus we see in the language and in demographic configurations of wartime a
gendered binary which many critics also locate in autobiography. Does gender--as it
decides who will be in the trenches, where individual acts of bravery are lauded, and who
will stay at home, where survival depends on sharing resources with one’s neighbors--
also decide who will write the individually voiced, heroic autobiography, and who will
write the collectively voiced, metonymic autobiography? As I study American women’s
autobiographies from the Spanish Civil War, I find that the explanation is not, after all, as
simple as that. Indeed, if the only two positions which we consider are that of the soldier

and that of the civilian, than many of these women cannot be categorized at all. Many of

39F oxwell here quotes from Storm Jameson's 1933 review of Vera Britain’s World War I testimony,
Testament of Youth (1933).
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these women did, indeed, spend considerable time at the front lines; although they did not
participate in armed combat, they spent weeks in the direct line of fire. Others moved
back and forth regularly between the embattled cities of the Republic and the trenches.
Even those who spent the majority of their time in Spain among civilians maintained a
distinctive role in that they were Americans and as such were in Spain, in the midst of the
war, by lheir own volition--a rather diffcrent stance than most civilians in time of war.
Thus [ would argue (again) that it is not gender which determines an
autobiographer’s voice. Rather, [ believe that one arrives at the decision to tell one’s
history metonymically through complex set of circumstances. Chief among these
circumstances, as [ see it, is the understanding that to represent oneself as part of a larger
community is also to empower oneself. In times of political crisis and repression, the
united group has more clout, has a stronger voice, than the isolated individual. Also
essential to the circumstances which shape the metonymic voice--and which create the
autobiography of witness--is a writer’s desire to resist the obliteration of her story;
speaking as “‘we" rather than as “'I,” she calls upon fellow witnesses to the story and thus

prevents its silencing.
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Chapter Two
Poetry and the Intellectual Witness:
Joy Davidman, Genevieve Taggard, and Edna St. Vincent Millay

Confront the War in Spain

We have the sweet noise of the sea at our back
and before us the bitter shouting of the gun;
and the brass wing of aeroplanes and the sun
that walks above us burning. Here we wound
our feet on metal fragments of the bomb,

the sword unburied and the poisoned ground.
Here we stand; here we lie; here we must see
what we can find potent and good to set
berween the fascist and the deep blue sea.

If we had bricks that could make a wall we would use them,
but bricks will break under a cannonball;

if we had iron we would make a wall,

but iron rings and splinters at the bomb

and wings go across the sky and over a wall,

and if we made a barrier with our earth

they would murder the earth with fascist poison,
and no one will give us iron for the wall.

We have only the bodies of men to put together,
the wincing flesh, the peeled white forking stick,
easily broken, easily made sick,
frightened of pain and spoiled by evil weather;
we have only the most brittle of all things the man
and the heart the most iron admirable thing of all,
and putting these together we make a wall.

--Joy Davidman, ‘‘Near Catalonia™
In this chapter, [ hope to restore to public view that political work, particularly
concerning the Spanish Civil War, which the American writers Joy Davidman,
Genevieve Taggard, and Edna St. Vincent Millay accomplished through their poetry. In
opening this discussion, it is important to define in what way this poetry operates as
autobiography. The case for autobiographical writing is fairly simple with Genevieve

Taggard, who spent a year in Spain in the early 1930s and in her poetry obviously draws
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from her memories of specific people, voices, and places. It is less immediately clear
how writers such as Davidman and Millay, who never physically visited Spain, might be
writing autobiographically when they write about the Spanish Civil War. [ would argue,
however, that in their poetry on Spain, Davidman and Millay are asserting personal
creeds or mottoes for how they specifically see and engage the world. Always, theirs is a
seeing and engaging which runs counter to the dominant beliefs of their day; thus, the
depictions which these poets give us of life as they see it demonstrate their particular,
personalized hope for effecting change in the world.!

As poets speaking to their American audiences--which, in the 1930s, were
sizeable-- Davidman and Millay could not have helped but to be aware that their political
poems would be read as their own personal statements on contemporary crises. Poetry
provided a unique space for the publicizing of such personal statements. As Sandra
Gilbert and Susan Gubar have indicated, in no other literary form is the author so closely
identified with the content of her writing. The lyric poem,2 they assert, “is in some sense
the utterance of a strong and assertive ‘I’. . . . [T]he central self that speaks or sings a
poem must be forcefully defined. . .” (xxii). All three women poets whom this chapter
considers operated as metonymic witnesses for the people of Republican Spain,
understanding themselves as powerful, speaking individuals, although never losing sight
of the silenced masses for whom their political beliefs compelled them to speak. Within

this framework, I will discuss Joy Davidman’s Spanish Civil War poems from Letter to a

I Oscar Williams, writing at the height of World War II, also assumed that the poet who acted as
intellectual witness in world crises would engage an autobiographical element in her work. “In wartime,”
Williams asserts, “it is not the function of the poet to go into uniform, but to resolve and state. . . the
emotional experience of being alive and suffering before, during, and after the eruption. Though he [sic/
never go near a military camp he [sic/ receives the wounds, and gives warning long before the first bomb
wails” (vi-vii).

2 As I will show in this chapter, Davidman, Taggard and Millay generally wrote poetry which was lyric in
form, although much of their poetry embraced subject matter more typical of Modernism and
Proletarianism.
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Comrade (1938),3 as well as Genevieve Taggard’s “Silence in Mallorca” (1938), “To the
Veterans of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade” (1942), and “Andalucia” (1946), and Edna St.
Vincent Millay’s “Say that We Saw Spain Die” (1938).

This chapter asks how such shining examples of committed 1930s writing has
vanished from our literary history. While the answer lies partly in the aesthetically and
politicaily conservative conservative atmosphere in which the New Critics shapced the
canon during the 1940s and 50s, [ focus on the ways in which the literary and political
circles of the so-called radical decade of the 1930s were shaped by issues of gender.
Women'’s voices were excluded and marginalized by both High Modemism and
Proletarianism, the two dominant camps of aesthetic and literary thought in the 1930s.
This chapter examines ways in which male practitioners of both High Modernism and
Proletarianism effectively silenced their female counterparts. By depicting contemporary
female poets as unfit for any poetry other than sentimental verse, male high Modemists
and Proletarians willfully ignored such politicized and confrontational poetry as
Davidman’s, Taggard’s and Millay’s Spanish Civil War poems, and thus set the stage for
these women poets’ erasure from intellectual and literary history.

In this chapter, [ seek to rediscover Davidman’s, Taggard’s and Millay’s
politically informed poetry and to bring it back into public light. This poetry is especially
worthy of our rediscovering, for through it we come to understand the role of the
intellectual witness vis-a-vis war. Moreover, these poems, speaking with a voice
simultaneously personal and political, lead us to a deeper and more complex
understanding of the conditions under which the metonymic testifying voice is formed.

The metonymic voice allows the speaker to envision herself as part of a larger

group; she is not a lone, isolated figure, speaking to the masses from on high; rather, she

3 The Spanish Civil War is one of many subthemes in Letter to a Comrade. Of approximately 50 poems,
six deal specifically with the war or alude to it: “Near Catalonia,” “Snow in Madrid,” “In Praise of
fascists,” “End of a Revolutionary,” “Apelogy for Liberals ,” and “Prayer Against Indifference.”
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is among the masses, speaking for them. This is the position which the intellectual
witness must occupy as well, in calling to public attention--or recalling to public
memory--a traumatic event otherwise in danger of going unheard. As such, the role of
the intellectual witness and the metonymic speaker are inextricably linked. We may
account for the use of metonymic voice in these poems, then, partly because of the
writer's stance as intellectual witness. Also partly responsible for this stance is these
women poets’ understanding of themselves as insider-outsiders both to Spain and to the
American poetic community. As we have seen, it is from this border-dwelling position
that the metonymic voice most often emerges, as a means of establishing collectivity and

belonging even under the most isolating or marginalizing circumstances.

The Intellectual Witness

By the fall of 1937, the Republican forces were beginning to lose ground against
Francisco Franco’s onslaught. The fascists, who had been pushing steadily northward
from Spanish Morocco, site of the original military revolt, gained complete control of
Northern Spain that October. The Republican capital, already relocated once from
Madrid to Valencia*, moved still deeper into Spain’s easternmost fringe, retreating to the
Catalan city of Barcelona. That same autumn, a twenty-two-year-old New York
schoolteacher named Joy Davidman wrote the poem *Near Catalonia.”> Although she
was never physically in Catalonia herself, in this poem, Davidman so wholly identifies
with the struggle taking place on that distant battlefield that she speaks not about, but for,
the soldiers engaged in that struggle. What is most striking about this poem is the way in
which a young American woman, never having ventured outside her own country, so

vividly envisions herself as a part of the war in Spain. Indeed, Davidman paints the

4 The Republican government left Madrid for Valencia in November 1936.

5 Catalonia (also known as Cataluna or Catalunya, to Spanish and Catalan speakers respectively) is the
easternmost province of Spain and home to Barcelona, a Republican stronghold throughout the Spanish
Civil War.
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landscape of this war with language so graphically precise as to make the reader cringe;
beyond the achingly clear images is an equally stark profession of faith and commitment.
In this poem, her identification with the Republican soldiers is forged not through shared
experience, but rather through mutual, deeply held political commitments. Although she
writes about the war at a tremendous physical remove, Davidman is nonetheless so
engaged in and supportive of the ideology for which these soldiers are dying that her
poem serves as political testimony for them.6

How is it possible that an individual can bear witness for someone else’s
experience of trauma? Geoffrey Hartman explores the “‘possibility of an intellectual
witness” in reference to the ability of those who experience a traumatic event--such as the
Jewish Holocaust, or the Spanish Civil War--at a physical and thus an emotional remove
from that event. The term “‘witness,” Hartman points out, “is usually limited to
eyewitness testimony. But then we would not ordinarily qualify it by ‘intellectual,’ since
it is the immediacy, the sheer, wounding weight of experience that counts” (“Shoah,” 37).
Here Hartman points to the unique position of the intellectual witness; distinct from the
eyewitness because she does not bear that “‘wounding weight”of firsthand knowledge, she
is a witness not to the traumatic event, nor directly to the eyewitnesses themselves (as in
the case of bearing secondary witness), but rather to the particular history of the traumatic
event. Hartman calls this a “voluntary witnessing,” a witnessing that *“comes later,” after
the trauma has happened, and sometimes even after the eyewitnesses themselves have
died (40). “The passing of the survivor,” Hartman insists, “‘does not mean the passing of
witness. Many have become witness by adoption” and by active investigation of the
traumatic event already past (39). The act of intellectual witnessing is marked by a

“consuming effort to ‘see’ [and] to find a way of telling others--even themselves--what

6 “Near Catalonia” is one of several poems reflecting on the Spanish Civil War in Davidman’s Letter to a
Comrade (1938).
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happened” (40). In the case of “Near Catalonia,” Davidman acts as intellectual witness
to the wounded, frightened soldiers of the Spanish Republic.

Hartman gives credence to the intellectual (or secondary) witness, despite her lack
of direct or “eye-" witnessing. “The intellectual. . .,” says Hartman, *“plays a role similar
to that of a bystander after the event who observes it from an ambiguous position. On the
one hand, detached or belated, he has no obligation to takc account of the [traumatic
event]. On the other hand, once he learns what happened and does nothing. . . he is not
unlike an observer of the event who failed to react” (39). Thus the intellectual witness,
once she comes in contact with knowledge of the trauma, is accountable for choosing
whether to receive or to refuse that knowledge. As Hartman implies, the potential
intellectual witness who shuts out the traumatic story, once it presents itself, is as
complicitous in the perpetuation of evil as the German citizens who walked past the gates
of Dachau without asking what was going on inside. Intellectual witnessing, then, plays
a substantial role in allowing stories of political and psychological oppression to be told,
acknowledged, and gradually woven into the history of humankind.

Thus the intellectual witness is essential to the formation and keeping of a public
memory; in this way her task involves the telling of someone else’s life story as well as
the telling of her own. Her role is to actively remember--and to call to her public’s
attention--that traumatic event which may seem forgettable in that it happened to other
people, in another place, but in which she, the intellectual witness and writer,
nonetheless feels implicated.

Davidman’s “Near Catalonia” exemplifies the work of intellectual witnessing.

On one hand, the poem forces its American readership to hear the voices of those whose
stories are obscured by distance and by the politics of noninterventionism. By listening
to the horrific story of the Republican soldier caught between “the sea at our back” and
“the bitter shouting of the gun,” the reader is forced to confront the brutal realities of a

war that most Americans ignored. Moreover, Davidman’s poem operates as testimony in
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that it names the perpetrators of all this violence and seeks to hold them publicly
accountable. Davidman skewers Franco’s fascist armies as poisoners of the earth; she is
subtler, but just as unstinting, in her fingering of the Western democracies that will not
come to the aid of the embattled Republic. Her cry that “no one will give us iron for the
wall” is a protest against the embargo against Spain imposed by noninterventionist
countries. She deepens that protest by showing the repercussions of the embargo;
without iron or other supplies from the outside, Republican Spain must shield itself only
with the frail and spindly “bodies of men.”

Naming specific wrongs and wrongdoers is an essential part of political
testimony, particularly when that testimony revolves around a traumatic event, such as
war or genocide. In the wake of such historic truth commissions as South Africa’s and
Guatemala’s, both in 1996, we are surely enabled to understand the necessity of such
explicit and public remembering.” Part of the ethical impetus in giving testimony, after
all, is to ensure that the traumatic event will never recur. When a trauma survivor speaks
out about the acts of injustice that she has suffered, and especially when she names those
who authored that injustice, she entrusts the story to public memory. She likewise
bequeaths to the public a sense of collective responsibility for ensuring that such horrors
do not happen again, and that the perpetrator is not allowed to repeat such acts. This is
the important political and ethical work which Joy Davidman accomplishes in “Near
Catalonia.” She as well as her compatriots Genevieve Taggard and Edna St. Vincent
Millay turn their gaze--and ours--toward Spain, describing the torment of the starving,

dying Republican soldiers and decrying the powers of fascist which spread across Europe

7 Truth commissions, nongovernmental and usually international bodies of fact-finders who investigate and
make public those human rights abuses suffered in civil war or under a dictatorship, are largely a
phenomenon of the 1990s. In the work that they do and the purpose behind that work, however, Isee a
parallel to the work and purpose of the literature of intellectual witnessing—such as that written by
Davidman, Taggard, and Millay. According to *“The Year in Review 1996,” truth commissions are used in
“identifying and documenting human rights violations and helping to bring perpetrators of abuses to justice.
Although. . . [truth commissions have] no authority to prosecute crimes, they [are] designed to obtain and
publicize information about past atrocities as a first step toward acknowledging responsibility. . .” (n.p.).
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like a long night falling. Sometimes lyrical, sometimes written in freerer, less measured
form, their poems about Spain and the fascist threat always insist on our seeing what we
do not what to see, hearing what we do not want to hear, for the sake of our own grueling

salvation.

The Intellectual Witness and the Question of Pain
In their Spanish Civil War poetry, Davidman, Taggard, and Millay all tend to
emphasize the physical and emotional frailty of the human body. While they do not fail to
praise the valor and the worthiness of the Republic’s cause, they rarely undermine or
overlook the very real price which the Republic paid for that cause. How do we account
for this apparent desire, cropping up repeatedly in these poems, to consider and reflect on
the pain and the fear inherent to the soldier’s experience? One explanation lies in
Josephine Herbst’s account of a visit she made to Republican Spain in 1937. Moving
back and forth between the self-important frenzy of international reporters in Madrid and
the grim tension of the front lines near Jarama, Herbst recognized a marked difference in
the way soldiers and civilian onlookers talked about their own experiences of the war.
... [A]s I was to find out, talk at the front was different from talk that might come
from the same soldier, once he was on leave in Madrid. At the front, he was
pulled together as if for a spring. He couldn’t play around with his fears but had
to keep them down, like the folded blades of a knife, deep in the pocket. So you
also never heard much talk about military tactics, as you did among the
noncombatants at the Hotel Florida, where there was a certain amount of
vainglory in knowledge of the how and when. Nor did you get ghoulish accounts
of the dead. (147)
Thus it may be more possible for the individual who has never physically stood in the
line of fire, and who knows that she will never have to do so, to address the latent terror

and constant possibility of violent death which are part of the soldier’s life. The soldier
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himself, however--the one who must repeatedly return to that site of imminent danger--
does not have so direct an access to his own experience of terror. To dwell upon the fact
of his own terror, or to speak in detail of the maimed bodies of his fallen companions,
may mean his inability to continue in the role of soldier. This relationship of
sympathizing, pain-focused civilian to stalwart, pain-denying soldier tells us something
about the relationship of the intellectual witncss to the primary witness as well. While
the primary witness is often too close to the actual site of her trauma to be able to
articulate it spontaneously and on her own, her full testimony can be called out by the
intellectual witness, who watches the traumatic event at a physical distance but whose
sympathies are engaged with those who suffer from that event, and who wants to hear

their stories.

Spanish Civil War Poetry by American Men

This portrayal of the human at war, however, stands in stark contrast to most of
the Spanish Civil War poetry written by men. A common, although not universal theme,
among male poets of this war is the glory and bravery of the soldiers of the Republic and
of the International Brigades. The soldier’s experience of the Spanish Civil War, if we
are to believe the majority of male-authored poems on this subject, was almost entirely
free of despair and terror. The rare glimpses that we do catch of physical suffering or
brokenness, we are asked to see in the light of noble heroism.

Edwin Rolfe, the most prolific poet on the war in Spain, exemplifies this refusal
to dwell for very long on fear or pain, in “Elegia.” *“There was never enough food, but
always poetry. / Ah the flood of song that gushed with your blood / into the world during
your three years of glory!” This stanza is interesting not because the poet mentions
hunger and blood--both seemingly requisite subjects in any poem on war--but because of
the way the poet treats these subjects. In “Elegia,” a poem honoring wartorn Madrid,

blood and hunger are mere annoyances or afterthoughts, almost completely elided by the
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beauty and triumph that permeates the scene Rolfe describes. The Madrid of 1937,
although its citizens were the frequent victims of bombing raids and starvation, appears in
Rolfe’s poem shrouded in a golden haze of nostalgia and pride; it is a city populated not
by the dying or the sick but by tranquil old watchmakers dreaming “‘of tiny, intricate
minutes” and girls who “stroll by,. . . / conscious of their womanhood™ through streets
iined with “bookshops, the windows always crowded / with new editions of the Gypsy
Ballads.” The blood of Madrid is simply a vehicle for its “song” of “glory;” hunger, on
the other hand, is easily overcome by poetry.

Langston Hughes’s “Hero--International Brigade,” also speaks of death in this
glorified manner. Hughes’ narrator, the ghost of a soldier killed in battle, begins by
asking: “Blood, / Or a flag, / Or a flame / Or life itself / Are they the same: / Our
Dream?” By the end of this poem, the narrator has answered his own question; asserting
that **had I lived four score and ten, / Life could not’ve had / a better end,” he goes on to
cry: “They're all the same / Qur dream! / My death! / Your life! / Our blood! / One
flame!” While these triumphant lines illuminate the spirit of internationalism which
compelled much leftist activism during the 1930s, the triumph comes at a high cost (the
narrator’s life) which the poem dismisses out of hand. [f blood and “life itself” signify
nothing more than “a flag,” the value of human life is reduced to the value of the merely
inanimate. Loss of human blood or human life is thus rendered inconsequential in pursuit
of the revolutionary flame and “our dream.”

Theodore R. Cogswell, in his “International Brigade Song,” further privileges the
cause of war over the human lives involved in it. Writing in ballad-like form, Cogswell
insists that his poem is a song and that “You’ve got to sing it sad / And you’ve got to sing
it slow.” Because the ballad often operates as a form of oral history passed from one
community to another and from one generation to the next, Cogswell asserts, both
through his choice of the ballad form and his command that his readers sing it, that the

story he tells has much to teach us and is thus eminently repeatable. The focus of
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Cogswell’s poem is “Bill,” the lone soldier in all his division who refused to retreat from
a hill that the fascists eventually conquered. The poem never states directly that Bill dies
because of his foolhardy yet apparently valiant choice, although it is impossible to
imagine otherwise. Thus the memory of war which we are to learn from and preserve for
future generations is, again, not a story of death or of violence--neither are described
here--but of a gunner name of Biil” who “just laughed / When we started in to run.” In
this poem, then, the war experience is encoded once again with noble urges and brave
deeds, not with suffering or loss.

“City of Anguish,” another of Edwin Rolfe’s poems written in memory of
Madrid, does expend greater detail on emotional and physical weakness of the human in
wartime, as its title suggests. Yet even here, the poet spends at least as much time
depicting himself, and his brothers in arms, as being able to exert some measure of
control over their environment. Recounting a night in which he and a fetlow soldier
watched a bombing raid from their rooftop, Rolfe writes: *“We counted the flashes,
divided the horizon, / 90 degrees for Enrico, 90 for me. / ‘Four?’ ‘No, five!” We spotted
the big guns when / the sounds came crashing, split-seconds after light.” The men’s
mathematical, pragmatic approach to keeping accounts or tallies of the falling bombs
gives them at least an illusion of their own sense of agency and self-sufficiency.

Although Rolfe in his poetry focuses on the capability and nobility of the soldier
at war, he does pause at the beginning of his prose account of the war, The Lincoln

Battalion, to remember the vulnerability and ill-preparedness that marked the experiences

of many volunteers (3-4). Interestingly, the other male-authored accounts of the Spanish
Civil War which do focus on human weakness and terror are also written in prose. The

best-known of these are Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls and George Orwell’s

Homage to Catalonia; Harry Fisher’s Comrades and Cary Nelson and Jefferson
Hendricks’ Madrid 1937 also contains ample documentation of this grimmer and more

normative experience of war. Certainly, scenes of brutality and humiliating fear are more
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common to the experience of warfare than scenes dominated by a sense of personal
control, glorious nobility, or aesthetic delight. Yet it is those poems expressing such
impossibly high-minded ideas about war, almost always by male veterans, which fill the
anthologies of Spanish Civil War poetry. Indeed, it is just such poems which have
caused many critics and historians to refer to the war in Spain as “the poets’ war."8

Why is poetry apparently the chosen vessel for these idealized visions of war?
With its ability to capture the immediacy of an experience, to document concisely a
moment almost as soon as it passes, poetry does serve a special function in representing
war. Frederick Benson points out that “[t]he span between observation and creation” for
the poet is comparatively brief; indeed, war poets frequently write in the heat of battle,
before the outcome is even known (129). In contrast, the length of time necessary for
writing longer, more complex literary works such as a novel or memoir places the author
at a greater chronological remove from the experience. Thus the war poem is a
particularly valuable literary instrument, for it conveys like no other genre the heightened
emotions and convictions that spring from the lived moment of battle itself.

Cary Nelson offers further insight into this matter; the political and cultural
environment surrounding the Spanish Republic, he suggests, was such that supporters and
citizens of that Republic were “moved by poems written in trenches, tacked to trees,

passed hand-to-hand amongst crowds, sung under fire” (Trees 33). Soldier-poets such as

Edwin Rolfe, Nelson reminds us, *had known people to live and die in part by way of the
meaning they gleaned from reading poems” (33). In fact, the farewell march of the
International Brigades from Barcelona on October 29, 1938 was commemorated
throughout the Republic with inspiring political poems, printed on cards and handed out
among the crowds. This seems “an improbable gesture by our contemporary poetic and

political standards,” Nelson admits, yet this gesture also reminds us of the power that a

8 This phrase is often used in reference to the participation of British volunteers such as John Cornford,
Tom Wintringham, and Julian Bell (nephew of Virginia Woolf).
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people under siege invested in poetry. Poetry which ennobled and upheld the Republican
cause provided, in a concisely and appealingly, a version of the war’s history around
which the Republic could rally. It is no surprise, then, that American men who fought in
Spain and documented that fighting in poetry would choose a similar route in their
writing.

It is striking that, in contrast, so many of the men who wrote poetry on World War
[ do depict scenes of human wretchedness and grave suffering. (Britons Wilfred Owen
and Siegfried Sassoon come most immediately to mind.) While [ do not have space here
to examine at length the reasons for this difference, [ would suggest that the Spanish Civil
War poets were driven by a necessity to uphold publicly their cause, even in the face of
desperation and imminent failure. The war in Spain, after all, was not nearly so well
known, nor were its causes so widely regarded with sympathy, as with World War [. In
addition, American volunteers were berated and punished by many of their peers and
often by their own government for their participation in the Spanish Civil War.
Ennobling their actions through poetry may have been one way of continually reassuring
themselves--and their reading public--of the rightness of those actions. War poetry,
regardless of the times and context, will always at some level operate politically. As
Susan Schweik notes, the war poem distinguishes itself “by definition from. .. ‘pure
poetry.” [T]he war poem categorically admits at least traces of the impurities of ideology
and of history” (12). Poetry written specifically about the war experience cannot avoid
supporting a particular political agenda, whether it be to point out that war’s horrors and
thus to call for ceasefire, or to ennoble that war’s agenda and thus inspire a nation’s
further involvement. Certainly the majority of American male poets who addressed the
Spanish Civil War were interested in serving the particular political goal of calling upon
other potential comrades in arms. If accomplishing this goal meant reducing “life itself”

into “a flag,” “a flame,” as in Hughes’s poem, then so it had to be.
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Literary Biography of Joy Davidman

Partly because they were not standing in the direct line of fire themselves,
American women poets who watched the Spanish Civil War and wrote about itata
physical remove were not afraid to face the horrors of war head-on in their poetry. Most
graphic of all the American women poets addressing this war was Joy Davidman. In
*“Wear Catalonia,” she does not shrink from depicting the Republican soldier’s “wincing
flesh. . . easily broken, easily made sick, frightened of pain and spoiled by evil weather.”
Nor, in “Apology for Liberals,” does she turn her eyes from worms *“gnawing the
eyeholes of a skull / lost on the battlefield,” and the bombing victims “struck into
fragments. . . perishing / under a scream of air and falling steel.”

Who, then, was Joy Davidman, this unflinching poet? The answer is complicated
and often startling. The answer may also, in fact, shed light on the situation of many of
the politically empowered women writers of the 1930s who are now all but lost to history
and to the canon. The causes which captured Davidman’s imagination and the
convictions which fired her writing throughout the “Red Decade,” were, after all, causes
and convictions which she shared with many progressive-minded women of her
generation. What happened to Davidman--and to her writing--afterwards, as World War
II engulfed the globe and then smoldered into the Cold War, is also a common story for
these women. The biography of Joy Davidman'’s early life is a veritable litany of
accomplishment after gleaming accomplishment. Recipient of an M.A. with honors from
Columbia at age twenty, she went on to publish several poems in the acclaimed “little
magazine,” Poetry, by age twenty-one. Winning the respect and friendship of such
literary lights as Poetry’s then-editor, Harriet Monroe,? and novelist-poet Stephen Benet,

Davidman was just twenty-three when, in 1938, her collection of poems, Letter to a

9 Davidman’s biographer, Lyle Dorsett, notes that Monroe was so impressed with Davidman’s poetic
abilities that she employed the young writer to help with the reading and selecting of submissions to Poetry
in 1935 and 1936 (24). Thus Davidman began at age twenty the work of editor and critic which she would
continue throughout the 1940s under the auspices of The New Masses.
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Comrade, was published by the Yale Younger Poet Series. Benet, who edited that series

and chose Davidman’s work out of dozens of submissions for the Yale award, saw in her
poems a “richness of imagery. . ., a lively social conscience, a varied command of forms
and a bold power,” as he stated in his Foreword to Davidman’s collection (9). Lauded by
critics and the general reading public alike, Letter to a Comrade received glowing

reviews in The New York Times (her book “is distinguished. . .for its plasticity of

technique, clarity of image, affirmative strength, and flexibility of thought,” according to
Dorothy Ulrich) and in Books (where Ruth Lechlitner called Davidman’s poems

“important” and showing “genuine ability”)!0. The first printing of Letter to a Comrade

sold out immediately; a second printing in early 1939 sold equally well. Half a century
later, the book was still in print. As Davidman's biographer, Lyle Dorsett, has pointed
out, “Such a happy fate is experienced by few modem poets” (28).

Joy Davidman’s literary successes did not end there, however. In 1939 Letter to a
Comrade won a thousand-dollar award given by the National Institute of Arts and
Letters; Davidman was named co-recipient of this award along with Robert Frost. That
same year, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer chose Davidman, as one of several promising new
American writers, to participate in an experimental young screenwriters’ program. In
1940 Macmillan published her novel Anya; critics were even more enthusiastic about this

work than they had been about Letter to a Comrade. At the age of twenty-five,

Davidman was hearing members of the literati compare her work to that of D.H.
Lawrence and Nobel Laureate Isaac Bashevis Singer (Dorsett 31).!! As a member of the
League of American Writers, she then collected and edited three hundred poems by 150

poets of twenty different countries for her War Poems of the United Nations, published in

10 New York Times, August 6, 1939, p. 4; Books, December 25, 1938, p.2.

1 Anya follows the life of a Jewish woman living in nineteenth-century Ukraine from adolescence to
middle age. Based on the experiences of Davidman's own mother, the novel celebrates human sensuality
and intellect; it also recaptures and highlights details of the past century’s Jewish and Ukrainian peasant
traditions.
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1943; Davidman herself did much of the translation work for this volume. She also
edited, introduced, and published a volume of poetry, entitled They Looked Like Men,
written by her friend Alexander Bergman. In 1944, Davidman was one of an elite group

of writers chosen as the focus of Joseph Yoseloff's book, Seven Poets in Search of an

Answer; in this volume, she shared billing with Langston Hughes and Maxwell
Bodenheim. Hired by New Masscs in 1941 to work full-time as bock and movie critic, as
well as poetry editor, Davidman helped to shape leftist aesthetic taste and thought
throughout the years of World War II. By the age of thirty, Joy Davidman had moved in.
and been embraced by, the most prestigious literary circles of her time; her work as poet,
novelist, editor, critic, and activist was brilliantly accomplished and widely celebrated.

But how do we know Joy Davidman now? Fewer than sixty years past her
thirtieth birthday--the age when she was at or barely past the height of her considerable
fame--she is known today, if she is known at all, as the wife of C.S. Lewis (or, more
obscurely yet, as the character played by Debra Winger in the 1994 film, Shadowlands--a
recounting of the Lewis-Davidman romance, seen from Lewis’s perspective).!2 Clearly,
however, this was a role she came to rather late in life, and one that by no means fully
defines her. Davidman had lived whole worlds of experience and had published dozens
of literate, politically compelled poems and essays, as well as two novels, before
marrying Lewis.!3 Yet what little contemporary criticism and biography we have about
Davidman and her work would have us believe otherwise. Not forty years after her death
in 1960, Davidman’s political and writerly life, prior to her 1956 marriage to Lewis, is

virtually erased from history.

12 Davidman’s relationship with Lewis is also the focus of A Grief Observed (1961), Lewis’s brief memoir
of his own psychological and spiritual recovery after Davidman’s death from cancer in 1960.

13 Macmillan published Davidman’s second novel, Weeping Bay, in 1950. Following her conversion from
atheism to Christianity and her meeting of Lewis, Davidman also published a collection of essays on the
Ten Commandments, entitled Smoke on the Mountain (Westminster Press, 1954).
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In Cary Nelson’s study of political literature from the first half of this century,
aptly titled Repression and Recovery (1989), he devotes several paragraphs to Joy
Davidman and her early work. Nelson credits Davidman with demonstrating “the
diversity of styles, topics, and vantage points at work in. . . 1930s political poetry. . .”
(113). Yet Nelson’s recognition of Davidman as a representative of her times appears to
be the last mention, to date, that a litcrary critic has made of her. Indeed, it is the cnly
piece of contemporary literary criticism that [ have found on Davidman which actually
focuses on her literary contributions rather than on her biography. As might be expected,
the meager critical work which we do have on Davidman tends to overemphasize the
ways in which her biography links or provides new insight into that of her famous
husband.

Lyle Dorsett makes the poet’s Christian conversion and relationship to Lewis the

centerpiece of his 1983 biography on Davidman, And God Came In. Although Dorsett

does provide some extensive comments on Davidman’s writing, more than half of his
book is dedicated to telling the story of the last six or seven years of Davidman’s life.
(She lived to be forty-five.) The only other critical material on Davidman which [ have
been able to uncover consists of a transcribed speech which Dorsett gave to the New
York C.S. Lewis Society in 1983 and an article, published that same year, by Paul

Leopold in The Bulletin of the New York C.S. Lewis Society. Both Dorsett and Leopold

refer at length to Davidman’s first husband, William Gresham, as well as to Lewis,
explaining that their respective research on Davidman led them continually back to the
work of her two husbands, as both Gresham’s and Lewis’s writing has been archived,
critiqued, and documented far more thoroughly than has Davidman’s.14 These two
scholarly essays into Davidman’s life and writing in fact work to erase her name, even as

they attempt to bring it more fully to public attention. Leopold opens his article on

14 william Gresham, husband of Joy Davidman from 1942 to 1953, was the author of two successful
novels, Nightmare Alley (1946) and Limbo Tower (1949).
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Davidman by calling her “C.S. Lewis’s wife.” And even the title of Dorsett’s transcribed
speech, “The Search for Joy Davidman,” implies how very lost she has become to public
view. The most patronizing and effacing gesture of all, however, is Lyle Dorsett’s
entertaining at length the question of whether or not Davidman and Lewis ever
consummated their relationship; he spends at least as much time debating this subject as
he does discussing the merits of Davidman’s literary work.

Thus are Joy Davidman’s significant contributions to 1930s literature washed
away in the enormous tide cf scholarly interest which continues to surround Lewis.
However, as we reflect on the range of her contacts within the literary world and of her
influence on leftist writing and thinking (sustained throughout a decade), Davidman’s
now almost total submersion in the larger, better-known stories of the men who
surrounded her still startles. How has such a stellar example of committed 1930s writing
disappeared from the canon and from our cultural heritage? Asking this question
compels us to take into consideration other, similar stories from the same period: stories
whose first chapters are punctuated with great bursts of intellectual and political activity,
but which are ultimately stories of erasure. Indeed, Joy Davidman’s story is in many
ways a microcosmic example of what happened to many women writers of the

Depression decade.

Why the Disappearance?

The pattern we see in Davidman'’s career, flourishing in the 1930s but then rapidly
fading from view, is a common enough one in writers of the period. One reason for this
slide into disappearance, according to Cary Nelson, is that “critics aiming to marginalize
the history of political poetry” often critique the slackening of political activity and
commitment of American writers after World War II, as proof of the temporality of the
causes which they espoused in the 1930s (Repression 112). As such critics would have

it, then, the specific political and social concerns which lie at the heart of Depression era
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literature became irrelevant almost as soon as the decade ended; most literature
emanating from that period is now impossibly outdated. Nelson’s project in Repression
and Recovery is to disprove such assumptions, demonstrating that the disappearance of
many leftist texts should be blamed not on any particular shortcomings in those texts
themselves, but rather on the builders and defenders of the literary canon in postwar
Amgrica.

Insightful as Nelson’s explanation is, [ would add, however, that the answer is
somewhat more complex. Indeed, even before the canon-makers and New Critics
emerged in the 1940s and 50s to promote what Alicia Ostriker calls a “socially and
politically conservative, nostalgic, stylistically formalist” climate in American literature
(56), forces of erasure and silencing were already exerting themselves, particularly
around the literary work of women. We cannot speak of women’s ardent participation in
the literary and political circles of the American 1930s without speaking also of the ways
in which those very circles drew themselves around issues of gender, thus excluding or
marginalizing the voices of women. In making these claims, [ by no means wish to refute
my earlier argument about the relationship of gender to writing: that it is nor gender per
se which determines a writer’s voice. What [ do wish to make clear, however, is that the
two dominant camps of aesthetic and literary thought in the 1930s, Modernism and
Proletarianism, were monolithically masculine spheres. To be a women writer--and, still
more specifically, to be a woman poet--in the 1930s was to spend an entire decade
hovering at threshholds, pushing against doors which, even in this era of heightened

liberal attitude, still mostly opened for men alone.

High Modernism and the Place of the Woman Poet
Celeste Schenck suggests that poetry in this era was an especially gendered
literary genre. Practitioners of High Modernism excluded women poets from, or saw

them as inapt for, both Modernist and formalist styles of writing. Broadly defined,
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“Modernist” style was more experimental and freer in form, thus apparently breaking
from past poetic traditions, while “formalist” poetry held to those traditions, continuing to
rely on rhyme and meter.!5 As these were the two major recognized forms which poetry
took in the 1930s, such pronouncements about female limitations effectively rendered
women incapable of poetry altogether.

Early articulations of Modemist aesthetics sought to establish Modernism as an
entirely and radically new sphere of poetry, one that broke sharply from any poetic form
that had come before. As Ezra Pound famously put it, the mandate of Modernist writers
was to “‘make it new”’--to make language reflect the chaotic, anarchic, broken world
which the Great War left behind. Those who wished to advocate Modernism as a radical
new direction in poetry defined Modemism specifically against the genteel tradition of
nineteenth-century formalist poetry. In separating themselves from this tradition,
practitioners and advocates of Modemism often found themselves denigrating formalism
and separating themselves from it by suggesting that Modernism and formalism were
binary opposites. Some went a step further yet, implying that the division between these
two poetic codes found its parallel in the supposed binary of male and female writing.
Modernism, then, became enscribed as a primarily masculine domain, !¢ while those who
persisted in writing formalist poetry after 1915 were consigned to the category of “lady
poetesses.”

As [ begin this discussion of the woman writer’s place in American poetry
between the world wars, it is important to note that the schools of aesthetic practice

dominating early twentieth century poetry--such as formalism, Modemism and

15 proletarian poetry, for the most part, employed the formalist style. Mike Gold, one of the preeminent
spokespersons for the Proletarian literary movement, publicly denounced Modemism as being unfit for the
revolutionary writer’s purposes: “We are not interested in the verbal acrobats—this is only another form for
bourgeois idleness” (“Proletarian Realism,” reprinted in Mike Gold: A Literary Anthology [1972], p. 207).
16 While the Modernist poetic canon has traditionally admitted a few “significant” women to its
membership—-such as Gertrude Stein and Hilda Doolittle--the very fact that academic debates still rage over
whether the Modernist period is more rightfully dubbed “the age of Pound” or “the age of Stevens”
(Kalaidjian, American 1) points to the ongoing (constructed) masculinization of the period.
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Proletarianism--were not as clearly demarcated as the canon has indicated. Cary Nelson
points to the power politics at work in such facile delineations:
[P]oets themselves often simplify the work of their contemporaries and their
predecessors and categorize them as enemies or allies so as to gain an energizing

sense of opposition and collaboration. . . Schematic, two-part contest models are a

recurrent feature of the way we writc litcrary history. . . . Such melodramatic
oppositions facilitate writing literary history. . . . (22)

Such facilitation, however, often comes at the expense of our grasping the interactions,
adoptions, and overlappings which actually transpire between various *‘camps” in any
given literary period. Walter Kalaidjian continues this argument, attacking in particular
the “sanitized canon of High Modermism” which was institutionalized by the “‘academy,
museum culture, gallery market, and publishing industry” of the conservative postwar
years (American 4). Kalaidjian’s project, in both *“Marketing Modern Poetry and the

Southern Public Sphere” and American Culture Between the Wars, is to interrogate and

ultimately debunk canonical interpretations of Modernism. These canonical definitions,
he argues, mythologize Modemism as the domain of “high culture. . . founded on the
subordination of gender, race, and class differences” and “idealized as the ‘universal
mind of Europe’” (American 4). Thus has the immense diversity which actually marked
Modernist practice been repressed and written out of American literary history.!7

As [ speak here of formalism, Modernism, and Proletarianism, [ do not wish to
imply that any of these schools of thought are monolithic, unassailable entities. On the
other hand, precisely because canon makers and literary scholars until very recently have
tended to regard them as such, those writers who simultaneously engaged various poetic

codes--thus never identifying themselves completely with one code only--have tended to

17 Other literary scholars, in addition to Nelson and Kalaidjian, whose recent work on Modernism has
helped to unveil its plurality of cultural visions and practices are Barbara Foley (Radical Representations,
1993) and Paul Lauter (Canons and Contexts, 1991).
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be overlooked and excluded from our literary canon. Poets such as Joy Davidman,
Genevieve Taggard, and Edna St. Vincent Millay, whose writing weaves back and forth
among the various established literary camps, are not easily contained by any one of
them. Davidman’s poems in Letter to a Comrade, for example, are alternately lyrical and
revolutionary--and sometimes both at once. Taggard’s poetry on the Spanish Civil War
is notable for its engagement of Proletarian themes within a Modcmist poctic code.
Finally, although Millay’s reputation was chiefly built on her sentimental or formalist
poetry, she also powerfully used her writing as a platform for her political concerns.
These three women are among those whose poetry fell outside the dominant, canonically
defined schools of literary practice, and thus, in a sense, “fell between the cracks.”

It is my contention in this chapter that the woman poet of the early twentieth
century was particularly susceptible to this plight. The history of women’s virtual
homelessness within the world of American poetry has been, according to Sandra Gilbert
and Susan Gubar, both long and bitter. The gaping cultural silence surrounding the life
and work of the woman poet in America, Gilbert and Gubar assert, is due largely to “the
ways in which representative male readers and critics have reacted to poetry by
representative women. . .” (xvii). One of the more acute example of this negative
representation of the female poet by the male critic is Maxwell Bodenheim’s 1914 essay

for The Little Review, wherein he peremptorily banished the woman poet from

Modernism’s hallowed--and, in his view, inherently masculine--domain. Attacking
formalism as Modernism’s pale, effeminate Other, Bodenheim decries that “decorative
straight-jacket, rhymed verse,” and envisions himself as an avant-garde Bluebeard who
siezes the tools of much-despised formalism--that is, thyme and meter--and turns them
against a “young girl” (22). He hacks to pieces this young woman with “the little knife of
rhyme” and “finishes” her by “clawing out a generous handful of her shimmering,
myriad-tinted hair, with the hands of meter” (22). Celeste Schenck responds: “Although

the butchered victim of this fantasy is [formalist or genteel] poetry, the hostility generated
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by rhymed verse extends metonymically to her largely female practitioners” (226).
Summarily excluded from Modemism by virtue of their gender and criticized--indeed, as
Bodenheim would have it, condemned--for their writing in the formalist vein, the woman
poet of the early twentieth century was, indeed, apparently homeless. 13

Perhaps most telling of the hostile climate in which American women poets have
struggled to be heard is John Crowe Ransom’s essay on Edna St. Vincent Millay. !9
Entitled *“The Poet as Woman,” Ransom’s remarks on women’s suitability for poetry-
writing are startlingly vituperative. Equally startling is the fact that Ransom was
publishing this piece, wondering publicly if Millay were really a poet at all, at
approximately the same time that Millay had just published her seventeenth full volume
of poetry. Ransom’s “The Poet as Woman” first appeared in 1937 in The Southern
Review. As Cary Nelson wryly notes, Ransom apparently “felt sufficiently committed to

the piece to reprint it the next year in The World’s Body (New York: Charles Scribner

and Sons)” (Repression 308, n. 214).

While Ransom begins his remarks by admitting that Millay is “‘an artist,” he
makes apparent his own extreme unease with his subject in the following sentences:
“She is also a woman. No poet ever registered herself more deliberately in that light.
She therefore fascinates the male reviewer but at the same time horrifies him a little too”
(76-77). Having confessed his horror, Ransom then proceeds to distance himself and all
of his gender from the object of his fear; he cleaves apart “male” and “female”
intellectual capabilities in a single sweeping blow: “The minds of man and woman grow

apart, and how shall we express their differentiation? In this way, [ think: man, at best, is

18 Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar agree with Schenck that the woman poet has traditionally been even
more marginalized than women writers of other genres. They claim that, throughout modern history, the
obstacles faced by women poets “were even more formidable than those faced by female novelists™ (xvi).
Gilbert and Gubar go on to cite Emily Dickinson’s implied recognition, in “They shut me up in prose”
(#613), that “poetry by women was in some sense inappropriate, unladylike, and immodest” and Virginia
Woolf's complaint that “Judith Shakespeare” dies because “poetry. . .is still a denied outlet” (xvii).

19 For excellent detail on the reactionary politics of New Critics such as Ransom, see Kalaidjian’s
“Marketing Modern Poetry and the Southern Public Sphere.”
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