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ffiAT IS EUROPE FIGHT! G FOR? 
{hat ill Happen if France and Englarrl Lose the War? 

By 
Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning, February 4, 1940 



This war has been called by many names. Mussolini has called it 

an "absurd war" for it is a war ¥hich does not involve territorial gain . His 

war on Ethiopia and Albania was not an absurd war because it was motivated by 

the rospect of territorial loot. Others, too, have t ho ht this war an 

"absurd ,ar" . Seemingly the llied n tions stumbled into it, not because 

they wanted the • ar . It w, .. s possibly true. 

On the other hand, it is also true that the North and the outh 

stumbled into the Civil .. ar , neither side wanting it really, and that the 

real issue in the war - the preserva tion of the Union - was really not 

t he ultimate issue, and Lincoln was read to compromise, even as Lhamberlain 

and Daladier had been compromising, on the ultimate issues which finally 

became the driving power behind this war. 

Some oave called it a 11 phoney war" because it was slow in getting s tarted 

on the ~estern Front, and some people couldn't believe t hat men like Chamberlain 

and Daladier were responsible for "~unich" and for that entire policy of 

di sastrous "ap easement" and were really in earnest about the war which they 

\ ere finally forced to declare on Hitler's Reich because of his invasion of 

Poland. And that this was a "phoney W-dr" was also popularized b some people 

in this country who were interested in defeating the effort which was being 

made to repeal the embargo on shipping goods and munitions to belligerents. 

They said there ,as need to change the Neutrality La,s because this was 

1. "phoney war" and would not really last long. 

Some have called this war an "imperialist war" , rticularly the 

Comnunists in Russia and their agents in Russia a else here. They began 

to call this an imperialist war after the Nazi-Soviet pact was signed. Before 
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that time, the war on Hitler as a "Holy '"•ar". Be ore tha t time, the slo an 

wa s a united front against the Fascists and the Nazis . But a s soon as the 

red dictator, St alin, signed up with Hit l er, then a war J.gains t the Nazis became 

an "imperialist war" and all those who sided with France and .h,ngland ·,ere 

war mongers. 

Others have called t his war a "criminal war". Tha t name is a 

favorite one among the Nazis. They call ever. one a.nd everything which cros ses 

their purpose and interferes with their plans, "criminal". Tha t is a f avorite 

t erm. The Austrians who ref used to be coordin ted were "criminal". The 

Czechs who wished to retain their independence ~ere also "criminal". The 

Poles who soughtto save their country from invasion were, of course, "criminal". 

And s o were the Commu ists efore they swung into the orbit of the eich's 

political interests. They were arch "criminals" not t o speak of the Jews who, 

bei ng born Jews, and who wanting to live on eart - f or that crim~they were 

"criminals". And now, th1-J English and the French, because they finally ca lled 

a nalt to Nazi strangula tion and bloody a ssassination of ~eaker na tions - now 

the l' ranch and the English are arch "criminals " of a.1.. l times. Here is this 

mission-dowered, Herrenra se of the earth, the chosen and superior "vol k" of 

all mankind - here they ere getting along very nicely, smoothly and 

judiciously, creating for themselves a new order in Central Europe, giving 

to the German people such a spacious 11 11 in other peoples' 

territories, and feeing their nation of warriors with such h( art-t arming and 

blood-less victories one after another - and now perfidious Albion must ~tick 

its nose in, interfere ith its beautiful program - that mongrel race of 

degenerate Frenchment ih t criminals they must bet fua t w r-mongerst And 

that aggressorst And, my good friends, this war is not now an "absurd war" 
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or a "phoney ar", nor an "imperialist war", or a "criminal ar". It is 

a tragic war whose full full tragic i.mplic utions in terms of human suffering, 

cost and casualties, no one can fortell. It is an unnecessary war in the 

sense that it could have been averted. It could have been rendered un-necessary 

by a wiser and more generous statesmanship, by more courageous leadership in 

all the countries now at war. It is certainly an unw nted war, an un ,elcome 

war everywhere. But unfortunately, taking into account the failure of Europe 

to recover economically and piritually from the last war - this war was an 

inevitable one. The t wenty yea rs between the las t war and this war were only 

t enty yer rs of troubled truce and armistice. ThPre never was peace in the 

world. The economic collapse of 1929 not merely in this country, hut 

throughout the world paved the way for the triumph of Nazism in Germany, 

thereby adding a third dictatorship to the graving lis t of forces in 

Europe determined on radical economic and political change. That change 

might have come about peacefully, if the authority of the League of 

Nations had been preserved, but with the repudia tion of that authority in 

1952 by England and France in the case of Manchukuo. This repudiation served 

notice that the League of a tions had broken down and it was the "go" s i gnal 

for these aggressor dictatorships. 

t following since 1932 was the predictable relapse of Europe and 

Asia the pre-war imperialist adventures of the s t ronger nations on the 

art of the eaker nations, and th·• t clamor f or continental and colonial 

revisionism. This called for rapid rearmament, offensively on the rt of 

the aggressor nations, defensively on the part of all others. And since 

that time, step by step, the nations of the earth have been led from one 

w r-fraught situation to another, from one almost-fatal cri js to another. 
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It h~s led from one union to another until the inevitable took place, nt mely, 

a l arger wu.r i nvolving the major po ers of the v.orld. 

There is no point, of course, ind elling a t this l ate date on 

the miFtakes made, or on what should or should not have been done, or on 

blaming t his or th t individual. It i s f ar better to look ahead and see 

whether in reconstructing the world, when this war ends, whether it will be 

pos sible for men, for nations, for tatesmen to avoid the tragic mistakes 

which gave us t wenty yeurs of troubled truce, and whether it will not be 

possible for us to build a iser and juster world order. 

en one discounts the immediate provocations of this war, when one 

looks at the basic f actors which led irre tibly to thi s major ar, one discovers 

tv:·o f actors: one the collapse of the League of N· tions; and secondly, the rise 

of totalitarian dictatorships in the 1t'orld. The collapse of the League paved 
.. 

the way for aggre sion. The rise of totalitarian dictatorship provided the 

dynamics for agr ress ion, the motive power for it. 

If, after the close of this war, these two factors are not taken 

into consideration, this war, too, will have proved one of the most t r agiail.ly 

futile in history. If, after this war, totalitarian diet torship remains, 

or if an indetenninate peace is patched up, as some suspect and others advocate, 

then this war will again prove one of the most senseless and purpos eless in 

history. 

This i s beginning to dawn upon the minds of the statesmen who v:ere 

led into ~he war gainst their will, ho blunrlered into it. For some years 

now some of us have been aware that this world cannot remain half free and 

half slave. From this pulpit this ord has been repe· ted like a refrain: "The 

iorld cannot endure as long as Europe is divided into t wo ideological, ho tile 

camps, in one democracy, f r eedom, right~ of human beings, pe ce, and in the 

other dictatorship, suppression of all human liberties, .ar mongering, war 
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preparing, aggression and conauest. Would that the leaders of England nd France 

had r ealized it ye rs ago before they pennitted these sla.ve-st·tes to grow so 

strong. 

Yesterday, in his fir t public speech as secret.:tr y of ct t e for 

war, Oliver tanley of Great Britain stated: "Hitler's i deas challenge ours. 

His standards are set against our ... one or the other must prevail. The world 

cannot su:r.rive half slave and half free, and we are determined that we shall 

be free." 

Following this war, if the llies win - and that is not at all 

certain - there must be first and foremost a re-affirmation of the inalienable 

rights of man, a ne, declaration of freedom for the individual, a new charter 

of human liberties which will for all times protect t he individual hum n being 

against the tyranny of the s tate, the inalienable freedom of the individual, of 

the minority and of the nation. One cannot exist ~thout the other. 

Therre must be re-established on the continent of ~urope and throughout 

the orld the rule of law against the rule of men, and there must be constitutional 

guarantees which will tie the hands forever of would-be dictatorial saviors of 

mankind. In other words there must be the re-es t ~blishment in the ,orld of 

civil liberty for all men regardle of race, creed, nationality. The v.orld must 

return to thinking of a human being - hi rights, his security, hi~ dignity . 

That is the democratic liberal tradition. 

That means that dicta tors must go. There can never be peace r i th 

diet torship in the •·orld because these dictators cannot live, and have no 

excuse for living in a peaceful world. The thrive only in a ar motif. They 

are born out of conflict, and can survive in comfort onl in war. Not single 

democracy has endangered the peac, of the orld since the •orld "ar , but Italy 

has, and Ja.)8.n has, and G rmany has, and nov Rus ia. Thn t must be the f • r t 

outcome O the war . econdly, there must be a re-establishm nt of an 
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interna ional organization for collE£tive securit. Whether it is to be 

an amended or re-organized League of Nations, which in my judgment is most 

logical, amended to make its procedure more denendable, speedier in its procedure, 

quicker to act in defense of weaker nations against stronger, less possibility 

for abotage, to keep it from imposing military sanctions on nations, or whether 

it be a feder tion of Europe-modelled after the pat tern of the United tate, or 

whether it be a federation of regional unions made up of nations who live in 

geographic proximity, and are economically inter-dependent, there must'be set 

up some effec~ive and implemented agency in the world to take the place of 

the present order of international anarchy, competi tive armaments and imperiali tic 

gangsterism. 

The American people have been looking ahead. They have been talking 

a great deal and writing a great deal about the e ce v.rhich is to follow 

this war. And round table discussions are bein held in every large 

community in the United tates. This is all very well. But the rnerican 

people ought to bear in mind this one truth: that it cannot and dare not 

commit the same unpardonable sin which it committed twenty years &go when 

it sired and begot t he League of a tions and then left it on the doorstep of 

Europe and cut arrl ran away. It is well to counsel Europe and to give good 

advice. They have plenty of that. 'hat Europe needs is not for us to tell them 

what to do, 1ut what Europe needs is for us to help them achieve that which is 

good and desirable in the world for them and for us. That is to say, we must 

be prepared to assume responsibility for any plan of international reconstruction 

and we must be ready to assume our share of the risks of war, or we should have 

the decency of kee ing quiet altogether. 

Recently there appeared in our press a rather bitter comment by an 

important nglishm n in London. Let me read it to you. It is not very pleasant 

to receive thi reproach, but unfortunately it is justified. He said in a speech 

. 
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before the Press Club: "Let America do hat she vdll about the ar but for God's 

sake, don't let her have anything to do with the pe~ce. The last time he left 

us with a large baby called the League of utions. 

"I understand that she now is en aged busily in drePsing up its poor 

little corpse and calling it a federal union. I have no doubt that once a ain, 

after t he war, she will pop off home the moment the child begins to yel l. No, 

siree." 

I am not advoc ting a messianic role of international savior for America, 

even of leadership for the American people, but I am advocating, and in all 

fairness to the position which we occupy in the world, a role of equal partner 

with all other nations in the responsible undertaking for collective security 

in the world - and that, my friends, is the inevitable ide~ in the ,orld. 

There is no substitute. en you will have col lective security - a strong 

international organization which will give all nations a sense of protection, 

when ou will have prov~ded the opportunities for t he amicable discussions for 

an international conference, e ch n tion confident tha t it can get justice 

at an impartial tribunal, the problem of armament will t ake care of itself. 

No nation wants to drain off the life blood of it people in this unremuner tive 

machinery of war . That is one of the t l ings t hat I should like the American 

people to learn. 

When we assume to affer advise touching the pea ce hich is to follow 

t he war, let us remember that in so doing,we should be ready and wi l ling, when 

the proper time comes, to assume our full share of the obliga tions and res Jonsibilities 

involved in any scheme for international organiza tion. If you don't want America 

to mer'dle in that terrible mess over their, if you f el that American can 

ret in its freedom and security regardless of ,hat happens over their, if 

you continue to repeat Vashington's advise against entanglement with foreign 
• 

nations forgetting that ashin ton as not ·verse to having thousand of 
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French soldiers help him to win the war, you ought not to presume too fer advice 

to the warring nat ions of ~urope. 

This other thing we ought to remember - that all these peace plans 

a e valid only i f the Al lies win. The talk of a ne intern~tional or~er ed 

on 9eace, and to talk of collective cecurity after a war in which the Nazis 

will emerge victorious is to utter unspeakable nonsense. 'ihy the Nazis withdrew 

from the Leugue as did all the totalit rian states. Russia was finally 

evicted from the League. These people hate and balk at the idea of world 

union. They are out to create a new world order to suit their own purposes and 

at the expense of other nations. 

If England and France are defeated in this war and their mpires 

are destroyed, there will set in Europe a hundred ye r of internati onal 

anarchy. There will be the bloodiest tooth and claw scramble for the rich spoils, 

and thee will be a ravaging of countries and people by the surviving diet torships 

who will then proceed to war among themselves for the spoils. I believe there will 

be such a bloody conflict and conquest for loot as mankind has not witnessed since 

the days of the collapse of the Roman Empire V;bich vr .. s also brought about by 

the German b rbarians. 

All thee lovers of peace, therefore, who in their laudable eagerness 

to pre~erve peace and to keep America out of war, who refuse t o see anything in 

this war but just another struggle for w r politics, and who maintain an att·tude 

of utter indifference as to the outco~e of the war, are in my judgment living 

in a vrorld of t ragic ••■ illusion. 

A German-Nazi vict0ry will increase a hundred-fold, and repeat a 

hundred-fold the stress of the Nazi victory in Poland. A Nazi vie cry in 

this ar will spell the doom peace, of law, of freedom, of human decencies in 

the world for centuries to come. 
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The1e are some peace-loving souls in this country who indulge themselves 

in a delightful attitude of absolute neutrality, of being indifferent to 

what is going on abroad, but who secretly, in their heart of hearts hope for 

an Allied victory. But we ought to bemnest with our elves, we ought to face 
• 

the real issues. What if the Allies do not win? 

Therefore, in my humble ju.igment, the proper attitude of all lovers of 

civilization in these critical times - I mean for Americans who love 

America and love the things for which America stands - the proper 
give those who 

attitude in this grave hour of dec~sion, is to/flght for the thi s we 

believe in, for our ··c:: • o life - all maximum support short of war . Then 

when victory does fall to the Allies, ve shall then cooperate in helping 

to build a better order. 

It does not follow, and I would not hbv you as swne tha t a victory 

of the hllies will automatically insure a bette world order . It didn 't 

in 1918. But a victory of the Allies may pave the way, may offer another 

O_)Jortunity for mankind to try again to do better and more enduringly that which 

they tried to do less successfully following the first ,or ld war. 

Peace must not be a vindi ctive eace. It must e press itself in intern ~tional 

organization .which iill make the rise of clict tors forev ... r impossible, and 

the role of aggressor dictatorships forever imporsible for Europe. 

In other words the~e must come the defeat of the azis - the Pr ssia.ns -

for that is another name for the same burbar·ans responsible fort :'irst 

' orld var. 

People have said th~lt the Nazis government mu t not be overthro ·m bee u e 

if it is, then Germany will go Co. unist, and that argument has been used 

to ma e the Nazis secure in every crime which t ey committed in the 

last six ye rs. When they invaded Austria, hen they invaded Czecho-nlovakia, 
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argument w· she; rd. Do nothing to undermine the power of the Nazis in 

Gennany, because if they go, Germany will become Communist. In my humble 

judgment a Communist Germany would be f ar preferable to a Nazi Germany, and 

far l ess of a menace to t he peace of the world t han a Nazi Germany. But it 

does not follow that Germany will go Communis t. A def ea t of the Allie s will 

do f ar more for the spread of Communism in the world than a defeat of the 

Nazis . 

What is Europe fighting for? The soldiers that fought in the Civil 

~ar didn't know at firs t what they were fighting for, and many statesmen 

including Abraham Lincoln thought they were fighting for the pres ervation 

of the Union ... As t he War v,ent on and the sacri fices incr eased, men began 

to see more clearly what it was all about. And as a result of the war, as 

an indirect result of the war, there came about the emancipation of the 

slaves. This present war was not entered into for idealistic purposes. 

Interests toda, are not cl ear in the eyes of warrin ~ nations. But a s t he war 

will carry on -and the sacrifices of human beings will increase, and as more 

eyes become washed by tears, we wi ll begin to see more clearly, there will 

emerge crystal clear the one goal which alone c· sanctify or justify 

such a final crushing of barbarism, medievalism, of brutality in the 

heart of Europe and the resumption of t hat great tradition of human 

1·berties which was proclaimed long ago, that man is crea ted in the image 

of God, all men are equal, and all men should be brothers. 



ABSTRACT OF ADDRESS DELIV~ED BY DR. ABBA HILLEL SILVER AT THE T PLE, 
EL ROAD ND EAT 105TH TREET ON SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 4, 1940 

ffi!zT IS EUROPE FIGHTING FORT 

This is neither an "absurd war", a "phoney w r", an "impe alist ar", 

nor a •criminal war". It is a tragic war whose full toll of human suffering 

no one can foretell. It could have been averted by w1 er and more generous 

statesmanship or more courageous leadership in ell the countries now at war. 

But lacking that, it was an inevitable war. 

After discounting the immediate ~rovocat1ons of this a.r, one fims t =o 

basic actors hich made it inevitable: the collapse of the L gue of tions 

and the rights of totalitarian die torahips. The first cle red the 1a , for 

aggreaaion. The secord rovided the dynamics. 

It, after the ar, totalitarian dictatorships remain, or if an indeterminate 

peace is patched up, as some suspect and others advocate, thic ar 11 a.gin 

prove one of the most enseless and futile in history. It has finally damied 

upon the responsible st tesmen in the democratic countries of Europe that 

dictatorship is not an •internal affair" erely, am ht Europe cannot ~r anently 

remain half free s tn tes and half' slave t; tes. 

Following this ar there must be a universal reaffirmation of the rights 

of man, a new charter of inalienable human liberties. The interdependent 

freedom of individuals, minoritie!i and nations, and governm nt by law rather 

than govemment by man must be re-established. 

There will never be peace as long as dictators control the destinies ot 

gre t nations. These dictators can not live - have no excuse tor living - in 

a peaceful orld. They are born out of confiict and they can survive only in 

cont'lict ·nd conquest. 
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Following this war the-e must be a new international organization for 

collective security. ether it be an amended League of Nations which, in 

ay judgment, is t he moc.•t logical, amended to make its r ·ocedure more dependable , 

swifter and les r- amenable to sabotage, or whether it be a federation of Bu.rope 

model led after t he pattemof the United St tes, or a federation of regional 
. 

unions made up of nations who live in geographic proximity, and are economically 

inter-de?edent, there must be set up some effective and implemented ac ency in 

the orld to talce the place of the present order of interna tional anarchy, 

competitive armaments and imperialistic gangsterism. 

This international order must insure the exploit tion of all colonies 

tirst and foremost in the interest of their own inhabitants, and must insure 

tree access for all nations to their raw mat er ials. 

The American people have een talking and r~tipg bout the peace which is 

to f'ollow this war. Round table discussions are pular in American cities, and 

many plans are devised for the salvation of Europe. But let us not comm it the 

same unpa.rdonable act of t wenty years ago when we sired a nd begot a League 

or Nations and left it on the doorstep of Europe. Europe has plenty or good 

plans. They do not need us to tell them hat is good and desirable. They 

need us to help them achieve ·;hat is good and desirable for t hem and for us. 

If e are not ready to assume res onsibility, a .hare in the burdens ard the 

risks in any plan of international reconstruction, we ought to have the grace 

of keeping quiet . .... - . 

I am not advocating a messianic role of intemational s~vior for America, 

but the assumption of the obligation of an equal partner with all other nations 

in responsible under takings for collective security. 

The American people should also remember that all the peace plans ich are 

being discussed by thea have a chance only it England and France win this war. 



To talk of collective security and of a new world order based on la and the 

freedom of men, and of n tions, fo lowing a 1ar in which the Nazis will be v ctorious, 

is to utter uns eakable nonsense. The Nazis are out to create new orld orders 

to suit themselves, am at the expense of other tions. They hate and scoff 

at the idea of a orld organization under law and in freedom. 

If England and France are defeated in thi~ war and their empires are 

destroyed, there will set in the bloodiest tooth-and-claw scramble for the rich 

spoils on the part of surviving dictatorships, u.nd a ravaging of countries 

and peoples such as mankind has not itne. sed since t he days folloving the 

collapse of the Ro an F.mpire hich was also overthrown by German b .r rians. 

A Nazi victory will do for 7estem Eur pe uhat a Nazi victory has done for 

Poland. It will spell tbe doom of peace, law and freedom in the ~orld for a 

hundred years to come. To be sure, France and En land blundered into the ar. 

So did the North and South in the Civil ar. The r ... al i ssues then and no ·ere 

not the ultimate issues, but as ar .rogresses, t he ultim· te issues assert 

themselves. 

The lovers of peace in our country who in their laudable desire to '":eep 

America out of war, refuse to see anything more in t his ar t· .an another struggle 

of power politics and ho maintain an attitude of utter indifference as to the 
are 

outcome of the war, Jli:tt in my judgment, living in a orld of tr gic illusions. 

I kno th t some of these good people secretl expect and hope for an allied 

victory, but keep t heir public record for idealiSmJDl and pacifism straight by 

not expressing any preference. They would like to eat the cake of neutrality 

and at the same time enjoy the confidence of an allied victory. But in this 

grave hour, people must be more forthright and consistent in their thinking. 

An allied victory will not automatically insure a new and better .orld order. 

The mistakes which were made after the last ar may be repeated gain. But only 
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an Allied v cto can otter mankind the op_1ortunity to try again to do more 

isely and more enduringly that ,hich it did ler s successtully tent ears 

ago. 

But first and foremost must come the defe, t or t he Nazis - or Prunsianism, -

or that militu.ry barbarism which has lagued Europe for gen.-ations. The fear 

ot a possible spread or Communism in Germany fol l ing the def at of the azis 

has been exploited by the Nazis to _ erpetra te on -~ intcmational crime after 

another in the heart of Europe. It does not f'ollow that a Communist regime ·.-,ill 

succeed a Nazi regime in Germany, and one can not imagine t r. t e. Communist Germany 

would be a gre· t er menace to the peopl.. ot Europe than a azi Germany has been. 




