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AN AMERICAN J\BR{)jl) 
Impressions of tne Turbulent Political and Social Scene 

in Europe Gained During Swnmer Visit Abroad 

By 
Rabbi .lbbba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday 1orning, October 11, 1936 



The world of Eu.rope, my frienns, gives one tne impression of 

being a world of gathering storms. You are not certain that these storms 

will break or pass awtq. One lives in Europe to~ almost continuously 

on the edge of sensation upon whicn sens~tion - drama.tic - you come to 

expect a revolution , a putscn or a broken treaty almost each day with your 

morning coffee and another with yau.r afternoon apertif. 

I spent less than two months in Eu.rope this sunmer. Yet, during 

that co~aratively brief time from tne point of view of history, tnere 

occurred riots and stey-in-strikes on a national scope in Fr;_i nce, the 

beginnings of that terrible bl~ody revolution in Spain, a new Fascist 

dictatorship was established in Greece, the revocation of s~nctions 

a~inst Italy, the refortification in the Daraannelles, the riots in 

Palestine, the German-Austrian pact wnich practically put an end to tne Stresa 

front, the beginning of a putsch in Danzig, a bloody wave of trials 

in Soviet Russia, the increase in time of military service both in Russia 

and in Germany - these aid numerous minor sensa tions occurred wi tnin a 

few short months this summer. So tnn.t one ca.11 readily unnerstand wny 

Europe is jittery and on edge and no one knows w.nat tomorrow will bring 

for it. There is no course of histor-1 any more. There is no more line 

of adventure any more so tnat you can predict on the basis of past events 

w.nat will transpire next week or next month. 

I returned ho!D.e just in time to hear the opening guns of the 

national campaign. Here, too, I found a sort of war mood. The air was 

thick and blue with charges and recriminations and denunciations and 

rabble-rousing. America, too, was going through tne motions of political 

war. I assure you, tnat all tnis is mere cnild 1s play, a mock battle in 
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comparison to what is going on abroad. Here, we know that after November 

Third, the air will automatically clear itself and men will go about their 

business as before. It has been our practice every four years oefore 

election to view with alarm. After election, we lose both the view and the 

alarm • .America goes on. That is the difference between what is go~on 

in Ainerica and in Europe today. In Europe when they talk of dictatorship, 

revolution, war, it is all in dead earnest. Here it is hP.at and scare 

stuff campaigning. There they live in the midst of it or right next to 

it. There it is deadly, sharp, positive. 

I wasn't surprised at all on coming back to this countr-1 to hear 

so many returning Americana spontaneously give expression to feelings of 

relief and gratitude as soon as they caught sight of the skyline of ew York, 

of tne outline of the majestic figure of the statue of liberty still holding 

aloft the torch of freedom and peace which for so many years greeted the 

eyes of grateful hearts whether of natives returning home, or of immigrants 

coming to seek new homes in a new world. One prays tnat this new world will 
old 

never become like the old world because the/world to~ is a very sad one, 

a very, very sad one. 

What I found over there - w.nat particularly impressed me - for 

I have been observing this tendency for the past eight or ten sunmera when 

I have gone abroad - is the sharpening of the line of class cleavage and the 

widening of the gap between the Right and the Left. Classes are organizing 

themselves into armies to fight one another. They are actually in uniform 

preparing to fight not a foreign eneaij' but tneir own fellow citizens within 

the country. Class loyalty seems to be eclipsing almost everywhere national 

loyalty • .And such a vindiciiveness as one finds in this class struggle, 
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such a churlishness, such a sadism, makes one neartsick to observe it. ill 

the elementary mandates of ciTility seem to be complete ignored. It seems 

as tnough tne masters of mental and verbal violence are to be found everywnere, 

.sad to ~. 

Nations in Europe today are not so mucn concerned with foreign war 

as with a threat of social war. Civil war is a greater threat than foreign 

war. Concession, compranise, adjustment - which is the technique of the 

liberal - is hardly anywhere in sight and that seems to be crowded out by 

a new mo ~d - tne mood to win all along the line and to remain dominant 

forever after by completely crushing and liquidating your opponent. One 

of tne most disheartening things in t.ne whole situation is tnat tne con

servative party, the so-called parties of the Right, the possessive classes, 

a.re continually giving evidence of the fact that they have no intention to 

abide by a democratic decision at the polls if that decision happens to run 

counter to their interests. The conservative groups, the possessing groups 

throughout Europe are giving clear evidence tnat tney will stop at notning. 

They will foment civil war, tney will invite foreign invaders into the 

country, sacrifice tne interests of tne country without scruples if and 

when their economic privileges and power are endangered. 

Today, of course, Spain is the tragic proof of this fact just as 

Italy and Germany were a little while back. A conservative press all over 

the world seems to nave given people tne impr•ssion tnat rebellion is the 

work of noble patriots, a fine splendid group of loyalists, patriots. defenders 

of religion wno suddenly arose determined to serve their country, tnat the 

rebels were the saviors of tneir country. The present government of Spain 
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was elected democratically in Spain last February by an overwhelming 

vote and at the time there was not a single socialist or communist in the 

Cabinet. This government which was backed b the Popular Front, by 

tne socialists, by all Spain because it was anti-Fascist, anti-monarcnist, 

has attempted to put tnrougn desperately needed economic ald social reform 

in a country where the people were unspeakably impoverished masses and 

were kept in ignorance and illiteracy. The landowners, industrialists, 

absentee investors who have mining concessions in Spain, bankers and 

certain elements in tne churcn plus tne old time monarcnists decided to 

smash tnis legitimately constituted government of Spain and the military 

class was tne spearpoint upon tne attack of the government. Tnese Fascists 

wno claim to have a monopoly on the patriots,denounced the government 

and have called in Monammedan Arabs to kill Chri tian Spaniards and the 

scum of tne Foreign Legion to destroy th~ peace of tne government. The 

patriots have promised the Fascists of Italy unimportant Spanish possessions 

if victorious, in order to receive nelp from them. They are ready to 

sacrifice land belonging to ~ain - to weak.en Spanish possessions just to 

put tnemselves in pob.tical control of Spain just as Louis XVI did in 

France at the time of the 1rench Revolution. 

It is important to remember when you hear people harangue 

about com.-mmist organizations that since 1918 tnere hasn't been a comrmmist 

dictatorship established 1n t e world anct there have been more tnan a dozen 

Faacist and semi-Fascist dictatorships established on the pretext of 

checking communism. It is clear that the conservative or reactionary 

elements in Europe are determined not to allow tne use of the democratic 

apparatus in any country to make necessary economic adjustments within the 

country. 



-5-

This is tragic. In tne case of Spain, whoever wins, Spain stands 

to lose. Spain is being destroyed by this cruel bloody civil war. The 

present government will probably lose because of tne immorality and the 

cynicism of tne Fascist regimes in Europe wnicn have pledged tnemselves 

and have given their word to a neutrality pact not to aid eitner the 

present government nor the rebels. Tne fascist governments, however, nave 

-no sense of morality. Tney have been pouring in munitions and arms to 

Spain for t.ne Fascist element. Democratic governments nave a sense of 

morality and are imable to help the present government even though it is 

tne legitimately constituted power. 

The present government will lose ou.t. A Fascist government in 

Spain, however, could never win either. Tne population issmouluering. 

Tney will remain restless, waiting for a f i rst opportunity to break out 

again. It is a tragic situation. Tnere seems to be no hope in the 

situation. Tne only gain wnicn mankind~ score up as a result of civil 

war rrJB3 be tnis. Fascist adventurers have learned tnat from now on it will 

be very costly to put througn a Fascist attack upon governments. Democracies 

have learned to defend tnemselves. The so-called revolutions in Germany and 

Italy were not revolutions at all. As you know, Mussolini's ma.rcn on Rome 

was a parade not a revolution and. tne Nazis won power in Germany tnrough 

parliamentary tactics. Tney scored a majority in tne Reich and tnen outlawed 

every otner party and established tnemselves as tne sole party. Th~re was 

nocpposition. In Spain tnere has been opuosition mobilized for tne first 

time and the Fascists have suddenly discovered tna.t it ian•t such an easy 

thing to overthrow a democratic government. 

I was in France on July 14 and saw the great demonstration of the 

French Popular Front, five hundred tnouaand strong, marching. Tney asked 
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for notning but peace, freedom, bread. But every impartial observer who 

watched tnQt parade was left with one conviction - that if any Fascist 

adventurers would try a Fascist overtnrow of tne French Republic, tne streets 

of Paris would be drowned in liood. 

The struggle in Spain wnich I watcned from across tne border 

this s'UII!rer may not inrnediately lead to a European war but 1 t is certainly 

not of purely local significance. It has continental implicat i ons. If tne 

present government wins and the Fascists are defeated in Spain it might 

mark tne beginning of a definite recession of Fascism in Europe. If, 

on tne otner .nand, tne present government loses and a Fascist government 

is established in Spain, if tne Popular l!'ront government collapses, Fascist 

adventurers in France will feel encouraged to try tne same tning tnere. 

And wna.t will happen in France will shake tne wnole orld. Spain, tnen, 

in a sense, is tne battlefield of Europe wnere issues which divide every 

country in tne world are being fou.gnt. 

I spent most of tne SU..'1lIIler in FrPnce and watched very closely 

and with much interest the new government headed by that great French 

statesman and Jew, Leon Blum, his almost supernuman task, and it does not 

seem likely that his government will last very long. Perhaps this very 

Spanish situation~ soon overthrow it because if the Madrid government 

loses out, is captured, Blum will not be able to nold in line the 

corrmunist wing and the radical wing and without them, he does not control 

a majority and he is tnrough • 
, 

His radical friends have blamed Blum for initiating tne neutrality 

move wnich put tne legitimate government rebels of Spain on tne same level 

as the Fascist element thus denying help to eitner. Blum figured tna.t the 

present government would be strong. He did not figure on the cynicism of 



-7-

other Fascist countries in Europe. 

:Blum succeeded in putting tnrough important social reform in 

France, many years over-due. They are not communist reforms. Many 

of these reforms have been in existence in tne United States for a generation -

the 40 hour week, vacation witn pay, nigner wages, control of' the wheat 

market, tne nationalization of tne mmitions industry which business has 
of France 

been a scandal ever since tne World War wnen tne munition industry/was 

supplying arms to the enemies of France during tne war. As ycru. may have 

read in the last two weeks, Blum nas maneuvered one of tne most significant 

moves in Europe - tne devaluation o:f the franc. It will make possible a 

resumption of international trade, an effort to stabilize tne whole monetary 

system of Europe bringing into cooperation tne t .ciree great democracies 

of tne world - England, France and tne United States. 

The foreign policy of ... 'ranee remains wnat it was ana remains as 

difficult as it ever was. France is ar·raid, mortally ar raid of a rearmed 

Germany. France is afraid of a war. France wants security. France 

realizes now that there is no security in tne League of Nations. It is now 

seeking alliances with England and Russia. If France could make an alliance 

with England, she woul~ feel secure. England is not really certain. England 

will not go tne wnole wa3. The English Foreign Policy has been-.. most 

undependable and confused in tne last few years. England has suddenly 

discovered that sne is not as s t rong as she was. Thererore she nas adopted 

a policy of retreat. She is pulling in until such time as sne becomes strong 

again. England put t.o.rough a treaty with Germany - a naval treav- wi tb.out 

consulting France. France regarded that as an act of bad faith. Then the 
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Ethiopian situation developed. England called on France and France 

refused to back up England. Wnen the Rhineland situation developed, France 

again called on England and England refused to help France. 

All this has played into the hands of dictators. Italy succeeded 

in taking possession of Etniopia and Germany scrapt every clause of the 

Versailles Treaty. Hitler will begin to lay down the law in Europe. 

The German Foreign Policy is, of course, very clear. They are 

playing up to England. They will isolate France, tnen strike East in 

Russia, Destroy communism, then turn arounci and destroy isolated, paralyzed 

France. Then Germany will become the master of Eu.rope. And in despair, 

France wno knows tnat this is no secret to any nation in tne world, has 

turned to Soviet Russia to t orm an allianc , with her, a ra.tner strange 

alliance between a capitalist government like France and a communist 

govern.11ent like Russia. This fact has alienated Rightist sentiment in 

England who would rather see the British Empire lose strategic points 

through capitalism than suffer through growing communism. It has even 

alienated the Rightist faction in France itself which is today the 

only military protection outside of its own army which France has in 

Europe. Of course, nobody really talks about the League of Nations any 

more ever since that dramatic incident when the negr?es of Ethiopia 

went before the League and demanded justice against a government which 

violated their sovereign rights. Following that drama.tic appeal after 

which the League said that nothing could be done about it, the prestige of 

the League bas sunk to nothing - so mu.ch so that a Nazi officer from 

Danzig could "crock a snook" at tne whole assembly - the whole League of 

Mations. 
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The people of Europe, the masses of Eu.rope still speak of peace. I 

spoke of tnis grea t demonstration wnicn I saw in Paris - 500,000 people 

marcning and chanting "Le pain, la paix, la liberteJ On tne aay before, a silent 

vigil wa s kept at Verdun - tnat fortress around which waged tne most desperate 

battle in tne World War. 30,000 people assembled on that historic battlefield 

of Verdun. A torch had been lit at the flame which burns everlastingly over 

the tomb of the unkno111soldier and on the evening of the 13th of July, in 

the presence of tnis assembled host of ex-soldiers standing around tne monument 

around which the battle had raged for so many months and wnere the grouna. had 

been ploughed up so terrible, wnere tne ground had been soaked with the blood 

of human beings - at that place tney kindled a flame. As the Bugle aounued 

the "Sonnerie aux Morta" each of the 30,000 men dropt a flower on tne 30,000 

graves and repeated tne following: "Pour la Paix du MondJ" For tne P-ace of 

the 1forldJ A little girl standing on tne steps also repeated "Pour La Paix 

du MondJ 11 These ex-soldiers wno had been wounded, blinded and crippled 

in tne World War took this oath: "Because those who rest here and elsewhere, 

have gone to the peace of tne dead only to establish the peace of tne living -

and bec·use it would be sacrilege for us to allow wnat the dead abhor, we 

swea.r to safeguard and to will tne peace which we owe to their sacri ice.• 

.Aiid aga in the bU&les rang out and tne silent vigil tnrough tne 

night began. 

Peace - that is what is in tne hearts of the masses of the world 

and what tney are clamoring for. Tney don I t seem to Know how to get it. 

They have lost faith in all movements for disarmament. Disarmament is not 

a prelude for security - only mutual assistance is tne essential step 

towards disarmament and peace. (Leon Blum)• 
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The La.oor group in England - tne British Laoor Party voted last 
fear 

week in Edinburgh three to one for more armament because of the/increasing 

danger of dictatorship. But the because is not important. One nation increases 

armament because of this. Anotner increases armament because of that. The 

cause is not important. The important tning and the fact is t.aat all the people 

are engaged in a race for rearmament which will eventually lead to war. Tney 

are afraid of sometning and until tnat fear vanishes from tne hearts of the 

nations of Europe you will have a continuing rearmament; you will have the 

continued menace of war; and you will have war. 

There ,a.re people wno say you must remove all the causes of war before 

you can have peace. Ther~ are many liberals in Eu.rope wno say if you give tne 

German government all they ant, tnen you will have peace inEurope. There is 

no way of removing all causes of war just as the ·e is no Wfq o removing all 

the historic wrongs which have been committed. 

What the world needs is the macninery for compulsory aroitra tion 

of international differences, _open channels for legitimate revisionism, 

a police forcing collective group whicn will immediately and automatically 

stop an aggressor in nis tracks before carrying out his design and confronting 

the world as Hitler did with a 11 fait acco!llpli t 11 • 

Europe will come to that. There must be law. ThPre must be 

International Law. Tnere must be a police force to enforce International Law 

and until sucn time, Europe will continue to be w.nat it is - a world of 

gathering storms. Collective action for collective security - that is tbe 

key to the whole situation in this mad world whicn is Europe today. 

~his is what an ~erican learns wnen he travels abroad in the year 1936, 

and wnat he learns about America. America can best serve the interests ot 
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mankind by preserving and protectiDG her own democratic institutions, to nelp 

Europe without assuming any messianic role of savior. Europe is quite capable 

of helping erself if it wants to. It nas the same intelligence, I a ssure you. 

And Europe must take tne initiative in showing America the need for coopera tion, 

tne need for collective action, for collective security and tne peace of tne 

world. 
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":Because tnose wno rest here and 
elsewhere, have gone to tne peace o 

the dead only to establish tne peace of 

tne living - and because it would oe 

sacrilege or us to allow waat tne dead 

abnor, we swear to safeguard and to 
will tne peace wnicn we owe to their 

sacrifice -

Again tne bugles r~ng out, and the silent 

vigil began. 
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