Harold Ickes — What is an American Speech

Context: Secretary Ickes gave this speech before America’s entry into World War Two to rally American support for
intervention.
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...What constitutes an American? Not color nor race nor religion. Not the pedigree of his
family nor the place of his birth. Not the coincidence of his citizenship. Not his social status
nor his bank account. Not his trade nor his profession. An American is one who loves
justice and believes in the dignity of man. An American is one who will fight for his
freedom and that of his neighbor. An American is one who will sacrifice property, ease and
security in order that he and his children may retain the rights of free men. An American is
one in whose heart is engraved the immortal second sentence of the Declaration of

Independence.

Americans have always known how to fight for their rights and their way of life. Americans

are not afraid to fight. They fight joyously in a just cause.

We Americans know that freedom, like peace, is indivisible. We cannot retain our liberty if
three-fourths of the world is enslaved. Brutality, injustice and slavery, if practiced as
dictators would have them, universally and systematically, in the long run would destroy
us as surely as a fire raging in our nearby neighbor’s house would burn ours if we didn't

help to put out his.

If we are to retain our own freedom, we must do everything within our power to aid Britain.
We must also do everything to restore to the conquered peoples their freedom. This

means the Germans too.
Such a program, if you stop to think, is selfishness on our part. It is the sort of enlightened
selfishness that makes the wheels of history go around. It is the sort of enlightened

selfishness that wins victories.

Do you know why? Because we cannot live in the world alone, without friends and without



allies. If Britain should be defeated, then the totalitarian undertaker will prepare to hang

crepe on the door of our own independence.

... Here in America we have something so worth living for that it is worth dying for! The so-
called "wave of the future" is but the slimy backwash of the past. We have not heaved

from our necks the tyrant's crushing heel, only to stretch our necks out again for its weight.
Not only will we fight for democracy, we will make it more worth fighting for. Under our free
institutions, we will work for the good of mankind, including Hitler's victims in Germany, so

that all may have plenty and security.

We American democrats know that when good will prevails among men there will be a

world of plenty and a world of security.

In the words of Winston Churchill, "Are we downhearted," No, we are not! But someone is
downhearted! Witness the terrified flight of Hess, Hitler's Number Three Man. And listen to

this - listen carefully:

"The British nation can be counted upon to carry through to victory any struggle that it
once enters upon no matter how long such a struggle may last or however great the
sacrifices that may be necessary or whatever the means that have to be employed; and all
this even though the actual military equipment at hand may be utterly inadequate when

compared with that of other nations."

Do you know who wrote that? Adolf Hitler in Mein Kampf. And do you know who took
down that dictation? Rudolf Hess.

We will help to make Hitler's prophecy come true. We will help brave England drive back
the hordes from Hell who besiege her and then we will join for the destruction of savage
and blood-thirsty dictators everywhere. But we must be firm and decisive. We must know

our will and make it felt. And we must hurry.



