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THE DISASTROUS DECADE 
1950-1940 

The Balance Sheet of Ten Turbulent Years 

By 
Dr. Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning, December 31, 1939 



For the world, my friends, this last decade has been one of the most 

disastrous in its annals. It ~as a decade shot through with wars, disorders, 

depression, suffering, tyranny. It was a decade of retreat and recession both in 

the material and in the spiritual field - in government, in economics, i nternational 

relations, in human ideals. The l ast ten years witnessed a liquidation of many of 

the great ideals which were generated by the ideals of the last orld War - rights 

of minorities, disarmament, outlawry of war and collective security. 

The decade saw the collapse of the League of Nations, of all effort at 

world organization for peace. There was a sharp throwback, to regional pacts, to 

group alliances, to military axes, to a competitive balance of military po~er. 

The last ten years witnessed the destruction of democratic governments, 

the discredit of the democratic principles of one country after another, the 

suppression of hard-won liberties and precious human rights, the enthronement 

of despotism over vast areas of the earth and the increasing subjugations of 

people by force, terrorism and es ionage. 

The last decade saw the steady surrender of the individual to the st te, 

and the Lt a te to the dictator. 

The last ten years witnessed an almost unbroken series of violated 

international pledges and covenants, of invasions, of conquest, of revolts and 

wars in Africa, Asia or Europe in which free governments were systematically 

destroyed, weaker nations ravaged and small nations annihila ted. One need but mention 

the names - just the names - China, Ethiopia, Spain, Austria, Czecho-slovakia, 

Albania, Poland, Finland; and similarly, one need but mention the cities of 

Shanghai, Warsaw, adrid - and their destrictuion - the destruction of men and 

women and cildren in them by bombing from the air to realize the utter shamelessness 

of this immoral and murderous era through which mankind passed. 

Three names dominated the life of Europe, to an extent, t he life of the 
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whole of mankind - Mussolini, Hitler, Stalin - and each of these three names 

has come to be associated in the minds of men with cruelty, deceit and double 

dealing, with purges, with persecution, with aggression. F.ach one has been the 

breeder of hate, the destroyer of liberties and the maker of war . 

And as the sense of insecurity increased all over the earth during the 

last ten years, as for example with the abandonment of the League of Nations 

and of the agencies for the protection of nations against agression, a vast and 

ruinous race for armament set in all over the earth which has progressively 

impoverished the masses of mankind. And t here also set in a disastrous policy of 

economic self-sufficiency on the part of nations as a military measure which policy 

has played havoc with international trade and checked the revival of business and 

economic activity all over the earth. 

During these last ten years as in no similar short period in the history 

of mankind, human ideals slumped lamentably, and po erful governments set about teaching 

t heir people to hold the classic ideals of mankind - liberty, freedom, peace, tol ranee 

in utter contempt. Men were taught to hate men in the name of race. Men were 

taught to destroy men in the name of class. Nations were directed to exterminate 

weaker neighbors in the name of national destiny. The ideal of human brotherhood 

and the ideals of a federated world of free peoples held together by international 

law - those ideals were proclaimed anathema. Scourges were set over human thought. 

Intellectual freedom, academic freedom, was branded as the blackest heresy, and 

the ideal of law, impartial, objective, over-arching law as a force for justice 

and civilization, law too as a concept of human justice per se were scrapped 

in these totalitarian countries which cover more than half the earth. Education 

and human culture were prostituted in the last decade by political and economic 

despotisms and teachers, professors, lawyers, ju:lges, writers and journalists, in 

their tens of thousandsa.1.laverthe earth, have been either frightened, co~ered or 
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c~joled into a cowardly submissiveness, or silenced if not enlis ted actmlly 

into an active conspiracy in t his work of prostituting the human mind, of 

discrediting the ancient and classi c ideals of hwnan thought. In overt n 

thousand schools and universities in Italy, Germany, Russia, J apan, not a voice 

has been lifted against that tyranny which is destroying the sovereignty and 

the integrity of the human mind. 

The spirit of man was brutally assaulted. The spirit of man was brutally 

attacked during the l ast ten years, and as a result the personal beliefs of man 

have been terribly shaken. Ther e has been a degree of spiritual bafflement all 

over t he world. People don't know hat t o believe in, wha t to cling to. People 

don't know what ideals are worth striving for, living for and dying for in the 

world. 

Liberals and conservatives and reactionaries and radicals, all alike, have been 

confused and disillusioned as a result first of a failure of those governments 

which seem to be the embodiment of their ideals, of their ideals, and secondly as 

a result of the strange and baffling alliances which were made between these 

seemingly irreconcilable governments. 

And so, most fittingly therefore, my friends, this evil decade ends in 

another World ar. It is the logical denouement of a mad, vi cious, of a .awless 

era. And t he world must again atone in blood, in human suffering for the 

blunders of its leaders, for the bl indness of its leaders, for the sins and the 
led 

crimes of those powerful people and groups who contr;v-the destiny of mankind 

during this l ast decade. 

In our own country, the United States, the decade began in the wake of a 

disastrous stock crash, in the midst of bank failures, unemployment, hard times 

and bread l i nes. The gildred, gaudy, giddy Twenties slithered into the dark, 
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dank, dreary Thirties when hunger and want and bankruptcy stalked over the 

land. At times during these last ten years, there were as many as ten million 

unemployed in these United States, in a rich and prosperous n tion, the envy 

of the world whose stock houses bulged with the accumulation of the gold of the 

world and who found itself tottering on the brink of human ruin. 

For ten years now it has been struggling to get out of this depression 

with only a fair measure of success. The problem of our economic disorganization, 

the problem of the catastrophic economic cycles, that problem is far from being 

solved. 

Business within the year, within the last year of this decade received 

an artificial stimulus from the war raging overseas, but even business is under 

no illusion about the permanence of this improvement. Arrl as regards the 

unemployment - there are still ten millions of them. And as regards the enormous 

problem of their relief - no ade -uate solution has yet been found. You recall the 

shameless break-down of rel ief measures in our own city, a situation unfortunately 

which our own press found necessary somehow to cover up in part. There is still 

the spectacle in this country of men, omen and c'il en hun and slelt rle s . 

This last decade saw the expose of many of its financial wizards, men 

who in the Twenties came to be looked upon as economic messiahs. The Thirties exposed 

them for the financial crooks that they were - t he Insulls, the Eatons, the 

Whitneys, the Kruegers, the Stavitskys and the Mendelssohns, as racketeers on a large 

colossal scale. 

This last decade was one of bitter industrial strife in the United States, 

of strikes and sit-down strikes, that internal trife and partition within the 

ranks of labor itself. 

This decade witnessed the tail end of the Prohibition Era, with its §'heap 
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gangsters, racketeers and speak-easies. It also witnessed the crime wave which 

followed its repeal. 

The last years in the United States also saw an increased intolerance 

between Capi tal and Labor. There were incipient essays in Fascism and 

dictatorship in this country on the line of Huey Long, incipient movements which 

employed the same technique as the dicatorships abroad, the same slogans - "Shu re 

the iealth", "Get Rich Quick", the Pot of Gold a t t he end of t he Rainbow". This 

last decade saw quite a number of these dangerous crack-pot schemes for making 

one age section of our population secure by the taxation of other age groups -

The Townsend Plan, the Bitelow Plan - all of which are the forerunners of 

democratic chais and dictatorship once they get into effect. 

This last decade also witnessed increasing anti-democratic propaganda 

in the United States of the Nazi type and the Communist type. The anti-democratic 

type of the Nazis was directly tied up with anti-Semit ism. For the first time in 

the history of thee United States ther e was present the spectacle of numerous 

groups, large and small, whose sole purpose was anti-Semitism. 

This last decade in the United t ates also witnessed - and this •hould y 
be put on the credit side of the ledger - brave and courageous experiments to put 

our economic house in order to avert disaster and to save democracy, experiments 

which have come to be associated in the minds of American people with the New 

Deal and with the name of President Roosevelt. Some of these measures were found 

to be inoperative, some were invalid by our own Supreme Court. Some of them 

remained ·as helpful measures for the protection of our people against the ravages 

of economic disaster. Large scale help has been extended by our Federal Government, 

in some instances by our State Governments to workers, f armers, the small home 

owner, through large scale federal relief measures which were introduced in these 

desperate years to keep our people from starvation and revolt. Large scale measures 
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of public works ere introduced which have provided work for many of our 

unemployed am which have given to our country many important and necessary 

and beautiful institutions, buildings, schools, colleges, airports, roads, dams. 

Important measures for social security, insurance for the unemployed, i nsurance for 

the aged are now on our s t atute books and the ground work has been made for sound 

and sane wholesome measures of security for all the people of these United States -

measures to adjust the increa ed conflict between employer and employee, such 

as the Vagner Labor Act; machinery for the amicable adjustment betieen employer 

and employee. None of these measures is perfect. None is in its f i nal form. 

But all of these measures will contribute to the establishment of greater 

stability, greater security and greater will being in this camtry, where there 

is enough for all, and where the well-being of one need not be purcha sed at the 

expense of any one group for another group. 

Dur ing there ten years, especially during the last pa.rt of the decade, there 

has been an aroused and growing devotion on the part of Am rican people for 

America, for the American way of li_fe, ~or American democracy, and an increased 

resolve to defend it. Ther e has been rekindled an active enthusiasm for American 

institutions and American ideals. What has happened abroad and what i s happening 

abroad ha startled the American out of his complacency. He haa come to know 

that his way of life is precious to him and he i s determined to defend himself 

against all forms of intolerance and Old Vorld propaganda. He is organizing 

the Americans, all groups and all classes to appreciate the American ideals 

of human equality, liberty and human freedom. So that for the United St ates, 

this last decade has not been an altogether lost decade. 

For our people, the Jes, it has been a decade of agony, one of the 

blackest in our history. One-third of our people ere shattered. One need but 

thing of the Jewish coumunities in Austria, Czebho-slovakia, Poland, Germany, to 
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realize just what has happened in ten short ye .rs. The Jewish people in the 

neighboring countries of those I have mentioned were terribly deteriorated. Was 

it really a case of persecution? Was it really a case of subjecting Jews to certain 

disabi lities? It was somethi far more horrible. It was a case of Jews, of 

five million Jews having been declared outlawed, entitled to no consider tion of 

law or of human compassion. They were not merely deprived of their citizeiship. 

They .ere deprived of the right to live, deprived of the right to own their own 

homes, their own possessions and given the choice of exile or of slow death er of 

quick suicide. 

The last ten yetirS saw the world suddenly filled with tens of t housands 

of Je~ish refugees, homeless. You know the stories of how they were cast about on 

sea and on land knocking at doors which refused to open, begging ~ chance for a foot 

of ground upon which to stand on God's earth. 

The last ten years saw anti- emitism becoming a world movement and a political 

program of many nations or parties within nations. 

During the last ten years Jewries throughout the orld - tho e Je ries which 

were not persecuted had to t ake care of those who were persecuted, and their chief 

concern has been a relief conce n - to provide foot r aiment and shelter for 

them. During the last ten year~ instead of permi1t.ing ourselves and devoting our 
the betterment of 

substances to/our own lives, we had to devote most of our energies to an un-

necessary cause, man-made, so futile, so purposeless. 

During these last ten ) ears one can report perhaps two bright spots in 

the Jewish picture: One was the steady upbuilding of the Jewish community in 

Palestine which in these ten years rose from a popul tion of two hundred thousand 

to a popula tion of over five hundred thousand ... And even that community had to 

pass through serious disturbances, riots, political checks and disorders of all 

kinds. 
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The second br~ght spot was the growing and evolving Jewish community in 

the United States which evidenced fine community-self-consciousness, fine community 

leadership and good community organization, and a sense of Jewish solidarity and 

responsibility Vihich is a credit to the Jews of this country. 

And history records, and I am not trying to explain it, I can only record 

as our history records, that whenever one large Jewish center of Jewish life was 

destroyed, somehoVl another center of Jewish life arose to carry on the life of 

the Jews. When Palestine was destroyed, Babylon became a powerful Jewish center 

of Jewish life. When Babylon declined, and the Jewish community disintegrated, 

that marvelous Spanish center of Jewish life sprung up, and for a hundred years 

it was the pride of the Jewish people. It gave us poets, scholars and staesmen. 

When that center of Jewish life was destroyed, the great Eastern Polish and 

Russian centers of Jewish life appeared and for hundreds of years it was the 

citadel of Jewish life whicn produced splendid schol.,,rs. Now that the Jewish 

communities of Europe are being destroyed, there is growing up a great Jewish 

center, numerically and spiritually, in these United States. 

So, my fri ends, if one talces a hasty survey of these last ten years, 

one does not encounter a very cheerful picture. It was not a happy decade we 

have lived _through - you and I and others. "This, too, shall pass over". 

Of two things you can be sure, and in that assurance you can find great 

comfort, namely, that the human mind, assailed and attacked though it has been, 

and fettered though it is in many parts of the world, that human mioo has not 

ceased to function, to think, to quest, to adventure, to explore, to invent. 

It has never stopt its eternal activity. That human mirxi will ultimately break 

through every confining bar. Even during these hard and cruel years, the human 

mind was active, unfortunately not in the field of the spirit, but in the fields 

c£ science, invention. 
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I know three great world fairs in the last few yea.rs which I had the 

opportuni ty to visit which showed in concrete form the amazing progress which the 

human mind made in human technology, in the arts, sci ences, physics, chemistry 

and medicine. New healin drugs have been discovered. Life expectancy has been 

inc r eased. Trans-oceanic passenger services have been established in the l t st 

ten ye• rs. Grea t water dams have been built - the TVA and Boulder Dams. Progre~s 

has been recorded in the fields of radio. The human mind has not stopped 

thinking. 

Nor has the human heart stopped f eeling. The eternal ideals of goodness, com

passion, and sympathy have not been killed from the human heart. And even during 

these ears of widespread intolerance and cruelty, there he.e been so many fine 

manifestations of deep human unders tanding and compassi on and self-sacrifice on 

the part of so many many millions of people in all parts of the earth that one need 

not despair that the human mind and the human heart will score the last, the ultimate 

victory. 

And so one feels like repeating with more fervor than in any previous 

years, the words: 

Ring out the old, ring in the new, 
Ring, happy bells, across the snow: 

The yec~r is going, let him go; 
Ring out the false, ring in the true. 

Ring out a slowly dying cause, 
And ancient forms of party strife; 

Ring in the nobler modes of life, 
With sweeter manners, purer laws. 

Ring out f alse pride in place and blood, 
The civic slander and the spite; 

Ring in the love of truth and right, 
Ring in the common love of _good. 

Ring out old shapes of foul disease; 
Ring out the narrowing lust of gold; 

Ring out the thousand wars of old, 
Ring in the thousand years of peace. 
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Ring out the old , ri in the ne1 , 

Ring , happy bells , across the cno : 
The yP r i~ going , l et hi m go; 

RinE, out the <·alse , rin in the true . 

Rin~ out ~ slowly dying cause , 
And acient forms of ~ rty s trife ; 

Ring in the nobler mcxies of l i fe , 
iith weet er manners , purer laws . 

Ring ou~ f alse pride in l a ce and bloo , 
The civic slander and the site; 

Ring in t ~e love of tr th a ri ht , 
Ring in the common love of good . 

Ring out old shapes of foul dise s e; 
Ring out t he narrowing lust of gold ; 

Ring out t he thousand i~rs of old , 
Ri n. .in the t ousand ye, ~rs of pe ce . 

In , emori 
By 

Alfred Tennyson 
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ABSTRACT OF ADDRESS DELIV RED BY DR. ABB HILLEL SILVER AT THE T LE, 
ANSEL ROAD D EA T 105TH STR::.:ET ON SUNDAY .. •ORNIHG, DEC IBER 51, 1959 

THE DISASTROUS DECADE 
1930-1940· 

For the orld this has been one of the mo t disastrous i ecades in its 

annals. It itnessed t he liquidation of the ideals of the selt-determin tion ot 

peoples, the rights of minorities, the outlawry of war, collective security 

and disa ament 1hich e e generated by the last orld ,ar. It ~itnessed the 

collapse of the League of tions, and all efforts at orld organization or 

peace. It saw the destruction of democ · .. atic governments and the def _, t ot 

the democ ... tic principle in one country after another, the suppression of hard- on 
....L 

liberties and precious human rights, the 8ftl"Ollment of despotism over vast 

areas of the earth, and the increasing subjection of eoples to force, terrorism 

and es~ionage. Itmw the ~tead surrender of the individual to the st· te, and 

the state to the dictator. 

The last ~ecade recorded an almost unbroken series of violated intern, t· ona1 

covenants, of invasions, conque ts and ars in hich eak nations · ere r v' ged, 

and small nations destroyed. 

Three names dominated the life of Europe, and to extent, the life of the 

world - Hi~r, ussolini and Stalin - and each is associ ted .1th cruelty, 

deceit, double-de, ling, purges, persecutions and aggressions. F.ach has been 

a breeder of bate, a destroyer of liberties and a maker of rs. 

Human ideals slU11ped lamentabl during the l ast decade. Powerful governments 

t aught men to bold the classic ideals of oankind - lib rty, freedom, peace, 

tol ranee - in contempt. They wJre t ught to hate man in the na of race. 

They ere taught to destroy men in the name of class. They ere directed 

tout rminate a er neighbors in the name of n tional destiny. Scourges 

were set over human thought. In ellect 1 freedom was branded as blackest 
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Law as a force for justice and civiliz tion ceased. Education nd culture ere 

prostituted in the interests of olitic 1 and economicdes.otism. The irit 

of nan was brutally assaulted, and s a result, the foun ~tions of helief and 

conviction have been dangerously shaken. There is nn ·ncreasinu ense of 

spiritual insecurity and bafflement in the orld. 

Most fittingly, therefore, does t.~is evil decnde end in another ·orld . r. 

It is the logical denouement of a mad, vicious ;nd 1 le~s era. In ;1 United 

St· tes, the decade began on the heels of a disastrous .tock cash and in the 

ake of hank failures, une1:1 loyment and hard times. The gilded, g udy, eiddy 

T. enties slithered into the d·rk, dank, dr ary Thirties hen hunger, ant 

and bankruptcies stalked the land. 

It was a decade of bitter industrial strife, of strikes and sit-down 

strikes as ell as or strife an par ·tion ithin the ranks of labor itself. 

It itnessed increasing intolerance in the rel tions tween ca?ital and 

labor, incipient essays in dictatorship of the Huey Long varietr, f t a tic 

and cr-J.ck-pot schemes for making . e~le rich., nd increasi 

propaganda on the • rt of Nazis d 6ommunists. 

anti-democr~tic 

But the decade al o witnessed br ve experioents in setting our economic 

house in order which are associ ted ,i th the Ne De 1 and th the name ot 

Pre ident Roosevelt . Some of these oeasures riere foun:l inoperative, or ere 

other ise invalidated. Others have remained as helpful factors in a r ·~t . onal 

organization in Americ n economic life. Tow rds the close 0£ the decade 
has 

there,Gii also been an effort and an ~roused devotion on the rt of the ican 

people for democracy .. d for the American ay of life, and an e·1 rne t resolution 

to defend them • 3ainst al l forms of intol ranee and Old orld propaganda. For 

the United Sates this has not been an altogether lost decade. 
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For the Jews this decade a.S been one long a on. One-third four p ... ople 

·ere ~h tte ed. il ions ,. ere no . 1 rely p r. ecuted b t utl led, n, homelet"s, 

stri ed and • poverished , derers filled the h gh s o t . ~ orld eeking 

ne ho es. The mor collapse of unkind ',' s no, here mor r ~ gically ail arent 

than in the f· te of these millions of hum.an e~n0 ~. 

ile the general picture is cert inly de re sin, one r-hould re~emher 

that ins ite of all th t has ha pened, t.· t hum· n mind he· t h~ve not to? ed 

their et rn 1 ctivities. The mind of mnn is still questing, ad enturing, 

exploring and in inventing9 and • 11 not remain ~ orevqr en hac led even 

in the lands of desJoti~m. Nor has the hwnan heart permanently sll:'rendered 

its eternal ideals of justice and kindne :=- s . There have been inspiring 

manifest·1tions during -these crue~ ye rs of boundl ss .SY!Ilpathy, oom s on nd 

self-sacrifice on the rt of countle~s men of go ill th ghout the e rth. 

The undefe .ted ind and heart of man wil yet cl i th~ ultim te vic tory. 




