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M O R R I S  B R O D I E

AN INFANTILE DISORDER?  
YOUTH, CHILDHOOD, AND THE BRITISH 
ANARCHIST MOVEMENT DURING THE  
SPANISH CIVIL WAR, 1936–1939

Following the Enlightenment, pedagogical thinkers frequently dismissed 

children as “empty vessels” whose primary purpose was to learn as much as 

possible before they reached adulthood, denying them any real agency during 

their childhood years.1 On the radical left, the orthodox communist move-

ment, particularly in the Soviet Union during the Stalinist era, increasingly 

came to view childhood as “preparation for a life of disinterested labour and 

submissive existence as a co-operative subject of Soviet power.”2 Anarchists, 

in theory at least, place great emphasis on childhood as both an arena for 

individual self-development and an opportunity to educate children to reject 

bourgeois hegemonic norms in favor of revolutionary solutions to society’s 

ills. This was to be achieved through an “integral education” that emphasized 

the flourishing of all aspects of a child’s personality. In practice, though, this 

liberationist goal was often sidelined. In Britain in the late 1930s, anarchists 

routinely used children in much the same instrumentalist way as their non-

anarchist critics. Older anarchists also failed to acknowledge the role of young 

people—those deemed too old to be children but not mature enough to be 

adults—within the movement, downplaying their involvement and criticiz-

ing their views and behavior as little more than “hooliganism.” Although the 

differences between “youth” and “childhood” are malleable, these differences 

could be quashed when judged against the “revolutionary maturity” of the 

movement’s veteran militants.

During the Spanish Civil War (1936–39), children became a centerpiece of 

propaganda for the Republican cause. The Ministry of Propaganda in Spain 

used children in their posters regularly to generate sympathy for the fight 

against General Francisco Franco’s rebellion. In Britain, the most famous 
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example of the war’s effect on children was the evacuation of approximately 

4,000 Basque child refugees to homes in Britain to escape Nationalist bom-

bardment.3 What is less well known is the work of groups within Britain 

to support children’s colonies in Spain itself. The anarchist contribution to 

the Aid Spain movement has been neglected by scholars, possibly because 

they “stood aloof” from mainstream coordinating efforts such as the 

National Joint Committee for Spanish Relief.4 British anarchists provided 

funds and personnel to help establish colonies run by the Spanish anarchist 

Confederación Nacional del Trabajo (National Confederation of Labor, CNT), 

Federación Anarquista Ibérica (Iberian Anarchist Federation, FAI), and sub-

sidiary aid organization Solidaridad Internacional Antifascista (International 

Antifascist Solidarity, SIA) in Catalonia.5 Studies of British anarchism during 

the civil war period usually give only a cursory mention of these fundraising 

endeavors, which were substantial and largely successful.6 Examining these 

colonies also reveals something about how anarchist pedagogical theory was 

applied in practice. Although keen to emphasize the liberationist character 

of education within the colonies, anarchists were guilty of imposing (either 

explicitly or implicitly) their own particular worldview on children under 

their care.

The propaganda value of the colonies sat comfortably with the trope 

of helpless children facing the ravages of war, something the British anar-

chist movement was keen to exploit for fundraising purposes. This one-

dimensional characterization contrasted with the wave of activity generated 

by young British anarchists who were inspired by events in Spain. They 

published the newspaper Spain and the World, formed groups such as the 

Anarcho-Syndicalist Union (ASU) and Revolutionary Youth Federation, and 

offered themselves as recruits to fight in the trenches against fascism. The 

movement’s veterans, however, were unmoved by these young people’s 

efforts. The dismissal of youth by many older anarchists was both unwise 

and unfair, and anarchist youths showed themselves more than capable of 

organizing to defy their subordinate status and the gerontocratic hegemony 

of the movement. The purpose of this article, then, is twofold. It intends, first, 

to examine an understudied area of Spanish Civil War history—the support of 

the British anarchist movement for Spanish children during the conflict; and, 

second, to investigate the wider question of the anarchist attitude to youth 

and childhood during the 1930s. The central thrust of this argument is that 

the anarchist emphasis on childhood as a formative stage in the development 

of revolutionary ideas blinded the movement to the work of young anarchists 

and underestimated their contribution to the struggle against fascism.
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ANARCHISM AND CHILDHOOD

By the end of the nineteenth century, a consensus was emerging on the place 

of children in Western political thought. Anthropologists, psychologists, edu-

cational theorists, and legislators of varying political views maintained that 

children were particularly susceptible to the perceived dangers (vice, hunger, 

death) of the outside (adult) world and needed to have their innocence pro-

tected and their resistance to corruption strengthened. This led to what Peter 

Anderson describes as a “cult of childhood.” Children were viewed as pure, 

unformed individuals (or “unfinished” adults, to use David Archard’s term) 

and their childhood seen as something precious, a period to be prolonged for 

as long as was (economically) feasible. The logical end point of this “cult of 

childhood” was a conscious separation of children from adults, which largely 

took the form of the abolition of child labor and the encouragement of compul-

sory schooling up to a certain age in industrialized countries around the turn 

of the twentieth century.7 Benevolent in intention they may have been, but this 

characterization by reformers gave guardians (such as parents or teachers) con-

siderable control over children’s lives and meant a denial of children’s agency 

as individuals. Educational campaigner John Holt, for example, describes the 

family unit—seen as a child-friendly haven by many—as a “miniature dictator-

ship,” with the parents as masters and children as slaves.8

The differences between “childhood” and “youth” are subjective, and the 

anarchist movement’s boundaries were often equally fluid.9 Certainly, the con-

cept of “youth” occupied a liminal space between childhood and adulthood, 

but quite where was open to interpretation. Russian anarchist Piotr Kropotkin, 

in his “An Appeal to the Young” in 1880, envisioned his audience to be “about 

eighteen or twenty years of age,” although he also cautioned those who were 

“old in heart and mind” from reading.10 The age range for “children” to be 

evacuated from the Republican war zones, either to colonies or other countries, 

was between three and fifteen; at sixteen, they were old enough to be enrolled 

in the Republican army.11 The British anarchist newspaper Spain and the World 

referred to children as “less than 17 years of age,” suggesting a similar age 

range.12 On the other hand, the Federación Ibérica de Juventudes Libertarias 

(Iberian Federation of Libertarian Youth, FIJL), which pledged to “invest young 

people with a libertarian conviction,” had no strict age limits for membership, 

unlike other Spanish youth organizations.13 Joining the movement at age thir-

teen was not uncommon, and some FIJL members were in their thirties during 

the civil war.14 Indeed, the Anarchist Youth International, formed during the late 

1920s and based in Amsterdam, included not only young people but also the 

more radical wings of the anarchist movement.15
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The attitude of the anarchist movement to youth and childhood was tied 

to its view of education. Anarchists rejected the existing educational system 

as little more than bourgeois propaganda designed to justify and reproduce 

existing class structures. Schools, both state and clerical, sought to instill in 

children a deference to authority and discipline, stifling the child’s individual-

ity and programming them for a life of subservience and misery. Anarchists 

maintained that education should allow children to flourish as individuals, 

often using the metaphor of the educator as a gardener tending to a young tree 

that would thrive given the proper conditions.16 Russian-American anarchist 

Emma Goldman wrote in 1906 that “[i]f education should really mean anything 

at all, it must insist upon the free growth and development of the innate forces 

and tendencies of the child.”17 The philosophy of éducation intégrale (integral 

education), initially conceived by French anarchist Sébastien Faure, became an 

influential pedagogical tool in the realization of this liberationist aim. This was 

a holistic approach that attempted to refine the physical, intellectual, and man-

ual capacities of children’s personalities. Lessons sought to abolish distinctions 

between scholarly and vocational training, instead advocating a “complete 

education.” Several “Modern Schools” were set up by anarchists in Europe and 

the United States seeking to promulgate this rationalist (or “child-centered”) 

philosophy to counter state or church-run schools. These were coeducational, 

anticlerical spaces where children learned through cooperation and play, often 

combining more conventional lessons with excursions and time outdoors. 

The most famous of these was the Escuela Moderna in Barcelona, founded by 

Catalan anarchist pedagogue Francesc Ferrer i Guàrdia.18

There was a tension, however, between anarchists’ attempts to foster chil-

dren’s individuality and their ideological leanings. Childhood was an important 

formative phase and children, given the “correct” educational training, were 

potential recruits for the revolutionary movement. Older anarchists viewed this 

not as an imposition, but rather the logical conclusion of a truly liberated mind, 

free from the confines of oppressive state or church institutions. Youth had a 

certain privileged position in a sense, but there was also a patronizing—even 

authoritarian—element to older anarchists’ views. Young people’s ideas were 

seen to be in development, and as such were more susceptible to deviations 

than older militants, whose ideology had matured after years of struggle.

For these anarchists, becoming an adult meant “becoming a revolutionary” 

and was not necessarily related to the age of the militant. “Maturity” meant not 

age, but self-discipline, trade union experience (meaning young workers could 

conceivably be considered mature by their older peers), and revolutionary com-

mitment.19 This argument is teleological, in that it views adulthood as an “ideal 



84  An inFAntilE disordEr? 

end-state” of a qualitatively “different and higher order” than childhood and 

ignores the extent to which older anarchists’ ideas were also in constant flux.20 

The emphasis, to use Harry Hendrick’s framework, was on becoming (“mean-

ing the future”) as opposed to being (“in the present”).21 The logical result of 

this instrumentalist conception is a greater suspicion among older activists of 

the extent of the “revolutionary maturity” of the movement’s young people.22 

Enabling children to flourish was all well and good, but if they chose to become 

industrial capitalists that oppressed their workers, what was the point?

“IF YOU TOLER ATE THIS, YOUR CHILDREN WILL BE NEXT”

British anarchism was in a poor state before the outbreak of the Spanish Civil 

War. Having received a boost from the general increase of interest in syndicalism 

before 1914, the movement split over World War I between anti-war anarchists 

and those supporting the Entente against “pan-German political domination.”23 

Following the Russian Revolution of 1917, left-wing radicals became attracted 

to state socialism at the expense of antiauthoritarian alternatives to capitalism.24 

By the 1930s, the movement was small (numbering in the hundreds) and domi-

nated by veteran comrades of the Freedom group, whose enthusiasm younger 

militants deemed suspect. The group’s newspaper ceased publication due to 

lack of funds in 1927, and the membership was largely restricted to London.25 

Albert Meltzer, one of the few young people in the movement before 1936, 

recalled in his memoirs that the group was “waxing and waning according to 

birth and death like a doomed Indian tribe.”26 Events in Spain injected life into 

this lackluster movement.

Two individuals were central to the British anarchist movement’s response 

to the Spanish Civil War: sixty-seven-year-old veteran Emma Goldman and 

twenty-one-year-old Vernon Richards (Vero Recchioni), son of Anglo-Italian 

anarchist militant Emidio Recchioni. In many ways, they encapsulate both the 

“instrumentalist” and “liberationist” views of the anarchist conception of youth 

and childhood. Although famous for her activism in the US around the turn of 

the century, Goldman made various speaking tours of Britain in the interwar 

period and obtained British citizenship by marrying Welsh anarchist miner Jim 

Colton in 1925.27 Goldman spent three months in Barcelona following the war’s 

outbreak in July 1936, but the Spanish anarchists, conscious of the need to com-

bat unsympathetic representations of them in the British press, instructed her to 

travel to London in December and establish a CNT-FAI London Bureau to coor-

dinate propaganda and raise funds.28 The bureau organized meetings, printed 

literature on anarchism and Spain, and arranged speaking tours of Goldman 

and her comrades around the country.29 In a speech to the FAI youth while in 
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Barcelona in October 1936, she praised the “fiery spirit” and “flaming courage” 

of those young people who had “articulated in daring action” what she and 

others had propagated “for well-nigh half a century.”30 In London, however, 

Goldman used the trope of helpless children to raise money, dismissing efforts 

by young anarchists to contribute to the wider anti-fascist struggle.

Vernon Richards was responsible for organizing British anarchist support 

for children’s colonies through his newspaper Spain and the World, which he 

produced with the help of his companion, eighteen-year-old Marie-Louise 

Berneri (daughter of leading Italian anarchist Camillo Berneri).31 Spain and the 

World kept readers updated on developments in Spain and had a circulation of 

around 4,000 during its run from December 1936 until mid-1939.32 Relatively 

unknown before 1936, Richards became one of the leading figures of the British 

movement in the years following the civil war’s end. His initiative showed 

how young people could further the anarchist cause but, paradoxically, he too 

slipped into stereotypes of “innocent kiddies” in his pursuit of funds. The suc-

cess of the newspaper and the work of groups like the CNT-FAI London Bureau 

and the ASU (discussed below) gave many non-anarchists an introduction to the 

movement’s theory and history, something unfamiliar to most before 1936. The 

anarchists were, nonetheless, still much smaller in number than others on the 

radical left, such as the communists. The Communist Party of Great Britain had 

a membership of 7,700 in 1935 and almost 18,000 by the start of World War II.33

In the context of the Spanish Civil War, children were seen largely as inno-

cent victims in the midst of the horrors of modern mechanized warfare. The 

Spanish Republic used children as a trope to symbolize the cruel and unfeeling 

nature of fascism and the results of non-resistance to it. One famous poster pro-

duced by the Ministry of Propaganda showed a dead child with planes flying 

overhead and the caption “If You Tolerate This, Your Children Will Be Next.”34 

The discourse on innocent children emphasized victimhood and was a means 

for the republic’s defenders to galvanize broad support for the wider anti-fascist 

struggle.35 This trope was also used in discussions of Spanish refugee children in 

other countries, such as France, and was common in the context of war through-

out the twentieth century.36 Using children in propaganda attempts to generate 

a powerful “empathetic response” from the intended audience. It introduces 

a “didactic simplicity in the war narratives,” pitching good against evil in a 

Manichean struggle for the hearts and minds of onlookers.37 This narrative is 

undermined in contexts where children become active participants in war.

British anarchists had no qualms about adopting similar tactics to the 

Spanish Republican government. Goldman used the perceived helplessness of 

children to establish a front organization for fundraising: the Committee to Aid 
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Homeless Spanish Women and Children. This was a move designed to disguise 

the anarchist nature of the organization—and her own involvement—from the 

public in order to raise more funds. Sponsors came from the soft-left literary 

and cultural establishment, and Goldman even referred to herself as “Mrs. 

E. G. Colton” in group literature to avoid alienating potential middle-class 

donors.38 The choice of name is also telling: it reinforced the idea that women 

and children were victims, rather than agents, in the war. The group’s most 

fruitful endeavor was a musical evening in April 1937 with renowned radical 

singer Paul Robeson that raised over £200 for the cause. He sang a collection of 

African-American and Finnish folk songs and received a “smashing ovation” 

according to American political scientist and diplomat Ralph Bunche, who was 

in the audience.39 The group also showcased drawings made by children suf-

fering from the Nationalist bombardment of Barcelona at an exhibition in early 

1938.40 Although Anthony L. Geist claims that children’s drawings from Spain 

show children as “participants” in the civil war, the exhibition itself had a sin-

gular purpose—to raise money.41

British anarchists contributed £100 of the money they raised to the upkeep 

of a home for forty-two Basque child refugees in Street, Somerset, the parents 

of whom were members of the CNT. Set up by the Independent Labour Party 

(ILP) in June 1937, “The Grange” was the only home in Britain that received 

anarchist children. Mrs. Clark (of the Quaker Clarks shoes family) ran the home, 

which had previously been a country house for children with special needs.42 

At a musical event arranged by Goldman in conjunction with the ILP in April 

1938, twelve of the children performed a traditional Basque song and dance 

to help raise funds.43 This contradicts Anderson’s claim that Basque children 

in Britain were not “presented as symbols of Francoist atrocity” at political 

meetings and were in fact utilized readily for their propaganda value.44 These 

anarchist children were an antidote to the favored portrayal of Basque children 

in the British media, which, as Kevin Myers has shown, was of hard-working 

and pious Catholics.45 The children were also an awkward reality for the CNT in 

Spain, as they were reluctant to accept that their parents were anarchists despite 

the protestations of ILP organizer John McNair. The CNT proved unwilling to 

furnish a monthly contribution for the children’s upkeep, but the British move-

ment helped to fill the breach.46 The home remained open until June 1939, when 

the majority of children returned to the Basque country, with the rest remaining 

in Britain.47

Vernon Richards set up his own fund for Spanish orphaned children that 

raised significant sums of money to send to Spain. Between April 1937 and 

December 1938, the Spain and the World Orphans and Refugees Fund sent 
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over £840 for Spain’s beleaguered children, worth close to £50,000 in today’s 

money.48 Richards’ extensive list of contacts (helped by his association with 

Camillo Berneri as well as his late father’s circle of comrades) allowed him to 

tap possible sources of funding from across the globe. Max Sartin and Osvaldo 

Maraviglia, the editors of the Italian-American anarchist newspaper L’Adunata 

dei Refrattari, supported Richards throughout the civil war and contributed over 

$300 to the fund in early 1939.49

One of the main outlets for funds was the establishment of children’s colo-

nies in Catalonia. Children’s colonies first appeared in Spain after World War I 

and, in the 1920s, were primarily a means of removing children from parents 

deemed a risk to their spiritual well-being. During the Republican years, the 

emphasis was on children suffering physical, psychological, and sexual abuse, 

but after the start of the civil war, most children in colonies were refugees from 

other parts of Spain, particularly those whose parents had been killed.50 From 

mid-1937, most anarchist children’s colonies were maintained by SIA. SIA was 

established by the CNT in June 1937 in an attempt to bypass the mainstream 

Aid Spain movement, which Spanish anarchists accused of discriminating 

against their members and of funneling funds away from Barcelona, a CNT-FAI 

stronghold.51 Some aid organizations, such as the International Solidarity Fund, 

controlled by the British Labour Party and Trades Union Congress, were aimed 

explicitly at the socialist-oriented Unión General de Trabajadores (General 

Workers’ Union, UGT) and Spanish Socialist Party, but others were broader in 

their remit.52 Led initially by FAI Peninsular Committee member Pedro Herrera, 

SIA was later directed by Lucía Sánchez Saornil, co-founder of the anarchist 

women’s organization Mujeres Libres (Free Women).53 SIA had an international 

membership, with branches and organizing committees across five continents 

sending money, clothing, and foodstuffs. By the end of 1938, some 2,000 chil-

dren in twenty homes in Republican territory were under SIA’s care.54 Within its 

colonies, the organization strove to provide an “integral education,” preparing 

children “for a life full of love, freedom and justice.”55 One CNT propaganda 

film shown in Britain during the war claimed that the “homeless children can 

forget all their troubles, washed away by the gentle murmur of the sea.”56

LIFE IN THE COLONIES

The British anarchists funded two colonies through collaboration between 

Richards and the Paris-based Comité pour Espagne Libre (Committee for a Free 

Spain), an anarchist group that eventually became the French section of SIA. 

They helped set up a first colony in February 1937 at an old chateau in Llansá, 

Gerona. Named after the Spanish anarchist revolutionaries Buenaventura 
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Durruti and Francisco Ascaso, it provided shelter for 186 orphaned children 

(rising to 300 by the end of 1938), twenty of whom were under the care of Spain 

and the World. The newspaper appealed for supporters to help with money as 

well as “children’s clothes, sugar, tinned milk and other foodstuffs.”57 Run by 

Paula Felstein and six other women, the colony gave an “excellent impression” 

to the Gerona health inspector in September 1937, who praised the “magnifi-

cent amenities” enjoyed by all its children. Indeed, they described the colony 

as a “model, which should serve as an example to others.”58 Spain and the World 

extolled to its readers that they should “feel happy that you have helped to save 

20 innocent kiddies from complete destitution.”59 The term “innocent kiddies” 

highlights the instrumentalist nature of propaganda for the colonies.

Goldman actually criticized Richards for favoring the children of the 

Ascaso-Durruti colony at the expense of others. Writing in 1939, she complained 

to him that “I told you when I came back [from a visit] in 1937 that the children 

of that colony were gorged while other children were starving .  .  . [y]ou paid 

not the slightest attention to it, but went on your own sweet way.”60 Goldman 

was probably influenced in her criticism by her shock at the standards of some 

of the other colonies run by the CNT-FAI (although not funded by the British 

anarchists), which she witnessed on a tour of Spain in the fall of 1937. In a 

scathing letter to CNT general secretary Mariano Rodríguez Vázquez in October 

1937, she thundered that they were in “a most deplorable condition, most of 

them filthy beyond belief, the unfortunate children sick and neglected, the 

whole thing about the worst I have seen in any capitalist country.”61 Rodríguez 

Vázquez was apologetic in his response, saying that SIA was busy reorganizing 

the colonies and that he would send pictures to assure the rest of Goldman’s 

committee that funds were being used appropriately. It was, nevertheless, a 

worrying discovery for the British anarchists.62

Perhaps in response to this, Richards decided to push forward and set up 

another colony funded by the newspaper and its supporters, which he achieved 

through the establishment of the Spain and the World Colony in March 1938 

at El Masnou, northeast of Barcelona.63 The colony made use of an abandoned 

hotel, which had its own vegetable and fruit patches filled with an array of 

flowering plants. According to a report made by SIA in July 1938, this gave the 

visitor “the impression of real hanging gardens.” The colony had a main hall, 

instrument room, library, two offices and other administrative outbuildings, 

dining room, kitchen, pantry, storerooms, bathrooms, infirmary (an outside 

doctor made regular visits to the colony), two classrooms and five dormitories. 

There was also a large cellar carved into the adjacent mountain that could be 

used as an air-raid shelter in case of attack.64 From March 1938 to September 
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1938, the colony housed between thirty-nine and sixty-six children ages four 

to fifteen, with an average age of around ten. The children were mainly from 

Barcelona and the surrounding areas, although a number had been evacuated 

from Madrid.65 Funds for the colony were collected from England, Scotland, 

Ireland, the United States, Palestine, South Africa, Canada, Australia, and 

Tunisia, meaning that, as Richards wrote to Lucía Sánchez Saornil, head of SIA, 

“the adoptive parents of the little ones in the Masnou settlement are all over 

the world.”66

SIA maintained the colony, which also had a large communal restaurant 

serving the children of workers in the area.67 According to a SIA report con-

ducted in August 1938, conditions were “satisfactory,” although various build-

ings required repair and some children showed evidence of calcium deficiency.68 

At this stage of the war, though, the Republican rearguard was suffering from 

a lack of resources. Richards was conscious of the need to use the children as 

propaganda to raise further funds and maintain the colony. He became increas-

ingly frustrated with the lack of information he received about the administra-

tion of funds he was sending. Ideally, he wanted monthly updates so he could 

put them in the newspaper, but SIA was not overly concerned with giving 

international contacts detailed dossiers on children’s colonies. In response, he 

lamented that “[i]f I want to make good propaganda for the colony it is obvious 

that I need to know something about the colony!”69

Like other children’s colonies in Spain, the Ascaso-Durruti and Spain and 

the World colonies also functioned as schools, allowing an insight into anarchist 

education during the civil war period. For an anarchist colony, life at El Masnou 

had a remarkably stable structure. Meals and lessons were arranged according 

to directives sent from SIA headquarters. All children were expected to awaken 

at the same time and participate in a half hour of “Swedish gymnastics.” The 

children were permitted twelve hours for rest and toiletries; three hours for 

meals; and three hours for baths and other miscellaneous activities; allow-

ing seven hours for classes and games (which should always operate “within 

the established medical-pedagogical norms”). In many ways lessons were 

quite conventional. Children were split into age groups and allocated lessons 

accordingly. Children aged between four and five, for example, were expected 

to spend two hours and fifteen minutes per week learning math, while those 

aged between eleven and thirteen spent five and a half hours per week on the 

same subject. The children learned Spanish, science, geography, history and 

economics, in addition to “sensory education” (involving games both directed 

and undirected) for younger children. When the weather allowed, lessons were 

often held outside, utilizing the colony’s natural surroundings. Menial tasks 
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in the colonies, such as small agricultural work and cleaning, were shared 

between children and their teachers in order to foster a sense of solidarity.70 

The Ascaso-Durruti colony had a similar routine, although by September 1937 

the children were obliged to attend the government-approved school. Emma 

Goldman, who visited the colony in 1937, claimed in an article for Spain and the 

World that, despite this, the “most gratifying impression was that the children 

are free and easy going and that there was no cringing before their elders.”71

Anarchists resisted attempts by socialists and communists to politically 

mobilize children and their teachers for the war effort.72 There was no overt 

institutional attempt to indoctrinate children, which characterized commu-

nist educational policy in the Soviet Union in the 1930s, for example.73 The 

anarchist schools and colonies were, however, not immune to the proselytiz-

ing tendencies of those who ran them. Among all sides during the Spanish 

Civil War, as Antonio Viñao notes, “neutrality was outlawed” in the educa-

tional sphere.74 There was an explicit attempt to instill anarchist values into 

the children. Segundo Blanco, the CNT member who became minister of pub-

lic instruction in April 1938, maintained that school life in the colonies should 

be defined by “camaraderie and mutual help,” in order to prepare children for 

a “collective lifestyle.”75 As the detailed synopsis provided by SIA suggests, 

children at the colonies were always under the strict supervision of adults. 

The SIA inspector at El Masnou was clear in their insistence “on the need for 

teachers and childcare workers to eat and sleep with the children, accompany-

ing them in their recreation, during bath time, on walks and excursions, and, 

in general, at all times, so that their protective and educational action is con-

stant and effective.”76 Little wonder that Geoffrey C. Fidler describes educatión 

intégrale, which inspired pedagogy in the colonies, as “full-time surveillance 

of the child as an adult in the making.”77 Prayers were banned, in line with the 

anticlerical nature of anarchist schools in other parts of Republican territory. 

Reading for leisure, with no educational purpose, was viewed as brutalizing 

and unnecessary.78 Jenny Patrick, a Scottish anarchist who traveled to Spain 

under the auspices of the Glasgow-based Anti-Parliamentary Communist 

Federation, visited a CNT-run escuela libertaria (free school) in Madrid dur-

ing her time there. In geography lessons she found that “the children are 

not taught national intolerance, and on that subject we got an experience of 

another kind.” The war in general was not discussed and there were no toy 

guns or anything that would “educate the children for war.” Patrick, who was 

thoroughly impressed by these efforts, believed that “[f]ascism will be wiped 

out long before they are grown up!!”79
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This was a novel position for anarchists to take, particularly as so many 

young people were involved in fighting on the front line against Franco. The 

FIJL helped form the defense committee of Madrid on the outbreak of the 

rebellion and arranged their own fighting units, such as the Columna Los 

Aguiluchos (Eaglets Column) and the Kropotkin Battalion.80 This naiveté 

could be interpreted as a result of the blurred boundaries between youth and 

childhood, particularly in the anarchist movement. Indeed, there were wide-

spread protests by mothers at the conscription of seventeen-year-olds in early 

1938: the so-called quinta del biberón (baby-bottle call-up).81 Equally, it could 

be reflective of the movement’s attitude to attaining maturity. While some 

young people were deemed “ideologically mature” enough to take up arms 

against fascism, others (discussed below) were discouraged from activism by 

older comrades owing to their “immaturity.” This instrumentalist emphasis 

on “becoming a revolutionary” left open the question of who exactly decides 

what a revolutionary should think or how a revolutionary should behave. 

The children’s colonies sat easily with one conception of youth—that of 

innocent but helpless bystanders in the conflict—and they did little to chal-

lenge assumptions of children’s subordinate status. The actions of the British 

anarchist youth movement during the Spanish Civil War showcased another 

conception of youth: that of committed activists, willing and eager to make 

sacrifices for the cause, but who were consistently overlooked by their suppos-

edly more experienced elders.

YOUTH IN REVOLT

There was a conspicuous cleavage in the British anarchist movement during the 

1930s between the young and old, with many younger militants unimpressed 

with the seeming apathy of their more senior comrades. The Freedom group, 

which had been the mainstay of the movement for decades, attracted particular 

scorn from younger activists. Vernon Richards recounted that one meeting dis-

cussing the publication of the Freedom Bulletin was nearly “wrecked” because 

one young man got up and said that Freedom had become a “real washer-

women’s rag,” and that “the sooner the old men gave up the space in personal 

attacks, the better.”82 This was a reference to the controversy surrounding the 

editorship of Freedom in the early 1930s; a remnant of the split in the anarchist 

movement over support for World War I.83 One youth who attended meetings 

during the civil war period was particularly critical of the group. Writing to 

veteran anarchist Tom Keell in 1937, twenty-three-year-old Hugh Nicholson 

maintained that:
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I, and many of my young friends, have been very disappointed with the 
way in which we have been treated [by] the older comrades. No one seem[s] 
to give us any encouragement, nothing constructive is done to organise 
youth  .  .  . and I candidly say that out of all the group meetings I have 
attended, I have never yet been to one which I could invite any of my young 
friends with confidence.84

The anarchist youth sought to overcome this inertia by themselves. Leah 

Feldman, a veteran anarchist from the Russian Civil War who later moved 

to London, remembered later how the Spanish Revolution “brought many 

youths to the anarchist movement,” injecting a sense of vibrancy and purpose 

to the moribund Freedom group (which she called “an old man”).85 The ASU, 

set up in 1937 and modeled on the CNT, printed its own literature to raise 

awareness of anarchism in Britain. Membership of the group consisted largely 

of young anarchists, including Tom (Paddy) Burke and Patrick Monks, both 

originally from Ireland.86 Student anarchist groups formed in various loca-

tions during the conflict. One enthusiastic student set up a “CNT-FAI Oxford 

Bureau” at Trinity College Oxford and used the machinery of the local Labour 

Party club to distribute anarchist propaganda. The CNT-FAI London Bureau 

did not “officially” sanction this, but still provided literature.87 Richards and 

Spain and the World highlighted the anarchist youth in Spain, publishing 

excerpts of Revista Natura, a newspaper edited by a group of children based at 

the Escuela Natura school in Barcelona. One article, written by eleven-year-

old Liberto Pou, declared, “We little comrades shall fight at [our comrades’] 

side until fascism is smashed and poverty is destroyed, just like riches [have] 

been destroyed.”88 Another, from Antonio Lopez, aged twelve, maintained 

that when anarchism triumphs, “it will be a period of Peace and Liberty and 

the Sun will shine for everybody.”89

Inspired partly by the FIJL in Spain, young London anarchists also formed 

the Revolutionary Youth Federation and the Committee for Workers’ Control, 

which published the journal Struggle between March and June of 1938 and later 

joined the Anarchist Federation of Britain.90 They issued a joint manifesto of 

their aims in February 1938, calling on British workers to “form, unite in and 

develop an Anarcho-Syndicalist body of labour unions, an anarchist federation 

and a revolutionary youth movement, in order that the struggle for freedom 

and socialism may recommence in the birthplace of free socialism in no uncer-

tain  fashion.”91 Albert Meltzer, the driving force behind many youth groups 

during the 1930s, was so young at the time (he was sixteen on the outbreak 

of the Spanish Civil War) that he felt forced to hide his age from the older 



Journal of the History of Childhood and Youth 93

comrades. Leah Feldman, for instance, could not understand why Meltzer 

could not raise more than a few pennies among his “workmates” for Spanish 

solidarity. Little did she realize that “while she was working as a fur machin-

ist I was spending my working hours mixing with people whose income came 

from parental pocket money or paper rounds.”92 The Spanish conflict provided 

the impetus for a wave of activity by young anarchists, both in solidarity for 

their Spanish comrades and to build the movement within Britain. This wave 

of activity, however, was muffled by anarchist veterans.

Older militants, for example, discouraged younger recruits from volunteer-

ing to serve in the militias in Spain. This was despite the presence of mem-

bers of the FIJL at the front throughout Republican territory and the influx 

of foreign volunteers symbolized by the Communist International-organized 

International Brigades.93 Goldman sent a list of possible volunteers to Martin 

Gudell at the CNT-FAI foreign language division in Barcelona in January 1937, 

but he complained that “hardly any of [the names] can be used.” Apparently, 

the list was filled with older comrades with families (mainly from Glasgow), 

whereas Gudell was more interested in “the youth and their movement.” He 

maintained that if “there are no such comrades in England, we would rather 

have nobody from England come here.”94 There were young comrades, though, 

who were eager to volunteer for Spain that Goldman was either unaware of 

or chose to ignore. In his memoirs, Meltzer describes a meeting in Holborn in 

early 1937 “packed with keen young enthusiasts all raring to pack a bag and be 

off to Barcelona.” One prospective volunteer, Jack Mason, even left his job as a 

building worker, packed a bag and deposited it at Victoria Station in anticipa-

tion. To a “chorus of indignation,” Goldman told the meeting that “the CNT 

was entirely opposed to volunteers.”95 Freedom group member Shloime Sutton, 

whose wife Beryl served as a nurse in the war, traveled to Spain under instruc-

tion to find one sixteen-year-old volunteer, Alfred Copenbaun, and return him 

to his mother. When discussing the matter with CNT representative Augustin 

Souchy, Goldman said that they needed to “keep clear” of the idea that “chil-

dren are being lured to fight on the anti Fascist side.”96

Some older anarchists were prone to dismiss any action committed by young 

people with which they disagreed as “immaturity” or “giving anarchism a bad 

name.” When a member of Meltzer’s Revolutionary Youth Front burned down 

a “fascist centre” that was holding a pro-Franco exhibition, the older anarchists 

were furious, with Ralph Barr of the CNT-FAI London Bureau claiming it must 

have been the work of an agent provocateur. Although not responsible, Meltzer 

took the blame, and Goldman called him “a young hooligan who knew nothing 
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about anarchism.”97 Criticism of this kind necessarily lays a subjective oversight 

on the praxis of the young. The Spanish anarchists were not averse to burning 

down buildings, but Goldman did not criticize their actions as “hooliganism.” 

Her critique was a tool used to discredit those pursuing a different, not necessar-

ily an incorrect, interpretation of anarchism.

Young anarchists sought to bypass Goldman’s oversight by asking for 

material directly from Spain or France, but her privileged position as the main 

contact between the British and Spanish movements gave her significant power. 

Whenever the CNT-FAI or the FIJL inquired about the activities of the British 

anarchist youth movement, Goldman would reply curtly that “[t]here is no 

such Youth Movement in England.”98 If she admitted that a movement existed, 

she dismissed it as no more than “a handful of boys who have not the remotest 

idea of even the ABC of Anarchism.”99 Here the correlation between youth and 

ideological immaturity is explicit. The feeling of contempt was mutual. Meltzer 

maintained that Goldman’s “knowledge of Britain, for all her visits, was essen-

tially that of a Brooklyn tourist” and that her “desire to entertain the bour-

geoisie heavily detracted from her propagandist credibility.”100 Had Goldman 

not been such a towering figure in the movement this might have made no 

difference, but her position meant she could effectively condemn a group’s 

efforts before they had even started. This happened when she recommended 

that the anarcho-syndicalist International Working Men’s Association (IWMA) 

refuse accreditation to both the Workers’ Action League (another reincarnation 

of Meltzer’s) and the ASU (which lacked “clarity” on their position).101 When 

the ASU requested Goldman attend a meeting to outline her criticism of one 

its members, she replied that “my time is too valuable for that.”102 Meltzer felt 

compelled to write to the CNT-FAI foreign language division to complain about 

Goldman’s perceived high-handedness. He fumed that

had we our own dictators, we could expel them, but when you appoint 
them, and see that they have all means of propaganda (beyond allowing 
us to borrow a platform from a largely mythical source) you act like the 
Government that allows one to say what one likes, providing the ruling class 
retains the means of production.103

Goldman worked tirelessly for the anarchist movement during the civil war 

period, and Meltzer’s characterization of her as a dictator is certainly unfair. 

She did, nevertheless, exhibit at best an impatient and at worse a scornful 

attitude to the British movement’s young people during her time in London. 

Quite willing to use children as a fundraising tool, she was, in certain circum-

stances, less sympathetic to young people who were striving to organize for 

themselves.
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CONCLUSION

Bolshevik leader Vladimir Lenin infamously called “left-wing communism,” in 

which he included anarchism, an “infantile disorder.”104 Far from shying away 

from this denigrating depiction, anarchists attempted to put children at the 

center of their educational efforts, setting up schools and colonies that sought to 

put rationalist pedagogical theory into practice. Often these attempts showed a 

novel approach toward children’s learning, but there has always been a tension 

between anarchists’ attempts to use education to foster a child’s individuality 

and the overarching ideological urge to train new recruits for the movement. 

This article sought to shed light on this tension.

The British anarchist movement’s response to the outbreak of the Spanish 

Civil War was one of newfound activity and purpose. The CNT-FAI London 

Bureau and Spain and the World Orphans and Refugees Fund raised substan-

tial amounts to send to Spain, paying for clothes, food, and shelter for those in 

need. The funding of children’s colonies in Spain was an important endeavor, 

allowing children to escape from the dangers of Nationalist bombardment and 

to restore a sense of normality to their daily lives. These children, while being 

victims of Franco’s forces, were also nevertheless victims of what Juan Manuel 

Fernández Soria calls “the manipulation of their misfortune by others.”105 Those 

maintaining the anarchist colonies were careful to ensure they instilled a sense 

of anarchist ethics into the children for whom they cared. Anarchists in the 

Committee to Aid Homeless Women and Children used the trope of helpless 

children to raise money for the Spanish anarchist cause and were happy to 

show off the Basque child refugees at the ILP colony in Street as evidence of the 

worthiness of their intentions.

This is not to dismiss the authenticity of these intentions: anarchists were 

just as genuine in their support of Spanish children as others who fell under 

the loose boundaries of the British Aid Spain movement. Vernon Richards, 

although twenty-one, spearheaded the establishment of children’s colonies 

funded by Spain and the World and was equally susceptible to caricaturing their 

role in the conflict. This is also not to suggest that the British movement was 

maintained only by young people; Goldman was almost seventy when the war 

broke out, and others, such as Ralph Barr and Tom Keell, had years of experi-

ence behind them. Young people’s organizing efforts within the movement 

were, nevertheless, frequently rebuffed as youthful inexperience or ideological 

immaturity.

As Sandra Souto Kustrín notes, “a common feature of youth organiza-

tions in interwar Europe was their more radical character with regard to their 

respective parties and their burning desire to play a leading political role.”106 
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The British anarchist youth movement, although less institutionalized than 

other youth movements during the period, certainly held similar aspirations, 

although its “more radical character” is suggestive. It is curious that older anar-

chists like Goldman praised the revolutionary achievements of the FIJL in Spain 

whilst simultaneously ignoring or dismissing the efforts of young anarchists 

on their doorstep. That this was partly personal is likely—Goldman and Albert 

Meltzer, for instance, were never close comrades. The irony is that this new gen-

eration made real progress in creating a stable British anarchist movement in 

the late 1930s. Following the outbreak of World War II, it was once again young 

people who organized meetings opposing the war, with Richards, Marie-Louise 

Berneri, and Meltzer helping to produce War Commentary, the successor news-

paper to Spain and the World, from 1939 to 1945.107 Goldman died in Canada in 

1940. Contrary to her assertions during the Spanish Civil War period, however, 

she left the British anarchist movement in good hands.
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