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INTRODUCTION


SPEECHES THAT MAKE A DIFFERENCE





In a way, writing a great speech should be easy. Put the words on paper and tell an audience how you feel about an issue. Share your ideas. After all, talking heads and political pundits talk and talk and talk. The Internet and television give us endless access to conversation. It seems like the world is one enormous, infinite, inescapable dialogue, fractured, splintered and fragmented into billions of smaller ones.


We talk all the time, sometimes even when we are asleep. And we do communicate ideas and feelings, sometimes most of all when doing so unconsciously. We are constantly expressing ourselves on topics as varied as food and climate change, football and music, movies and relationships, power and poverty, life and death.


Yes, we talk a lot in seemingly endless conversations. But, then, try to write or give a speech. Shock. Worry. Fear. Risk. Potential disaster. It’s not easy. A great speech is a rarity, a powerful, profound connection between speaker, audience and message that changes our world, becomes history.


Speechwriting is one of the most demanding literary disciplines, a necessary part of culture, business, religion and politics that requires skill in audience analysis, word choice, sentence construction, argument development, storytelling and salesmanship. The speaker must often present a dangerous problem, offer a compelling reason for change, suggest a set of solutions that will alleviate those problems, and motivate an audience to join together in a unified effort to tackle the problem immediately, regardless of the personal inconvenience or risk of harm. Even something as seemingly natural as a toast at a wedding or remarks at a golf tournament can be challenging. The challenge remains, perhaps magnifies, when CNN or the BBC is covering the speech or thousands of journalists are filing stories based on the remarks. And, in addition to a specific message, there must be a broader vision of a better world, something that justifies the action, a worldview bigger than the needs or wants of one person, a call to unified action that will benefit most, if not all, people. Ronald Reagan – sometimes called ‘the great communicator’ – said that every speech must offer hope to its audience.


Then there is the delivery of the speech; the delivery must touch the emotional and satisfy the rational in a very human bonding of faith, trust and belief. A great speech reaches into the soul itself. There must be an appropriate tone, pleasing depth and warmth to the voice, meaningful changes in rate and volume, profound use of emphasis, non-verbal gestures that complement and reinforce the message and the intelligence behind the delivery to maximise the effect of every word. There must be a profound authenticity to the speaker; he or she must emit the impression of someone who has experience and knowledge, one who has lived their own message and understands its importance, a person who is honest, bold, confident and dedicated to solutions that will make the world a better place. The dynamic underlying all of this must be a powerful engagement with the audience, moving as many people as possible to a point of collective agreement to act. The speaker becomes a leader for the group, but in doing so becomes a voice of collective assent, which means the speaker is giving voice to the hopes, aspirations and dreams of the audience, speaking the words they would eventually like to speak, demanding that the audience’s needs be given a priority, and that action will be taken to satisfy the audience.


So a speaker is a leader, organiser, seer, advocate, coalition builder, faith-healer and magician-illusionist. And because Aristotle said that people come to a speech primarily to assess the character of the speaker, those who give great speeches are also role models, inspirational figures and teachers. Some speakers even reach the status of celebrity, turning a speech into an event, in some cases reaching rock-star proportions.


Just to show that everything I’ve written so far is more rule inviting exception, some speeches aren’t difficult at all – they just seem to write themselves, a remarkable rarity, flowing out of the fingers into the computer, forcing themselves on a speaker, demanding that the audience listen, and, once given, refuse to go away. The speaker becomes a mouthpiece, an oracle, the vehicle for something larger than person or place. The speech is a conjurer’s creation that defies control or limitation, and throws itself out into the world. Sometimes the speaker is confounded by the energy and reach of a speech, wondering ‘Where did that come from?’ And they may honestly not know!


In our time, a great speech must remain in the language of the common man, using the strength of simplicity with the purpose of shared meaning, becoming a conversation that highlights, educates, discusses, eliminates and urges solutions to problems. In a great speech, the speaker talks to an audience, leads them, becomes one with them, their representative and champion.


When it all works, the highest compliment is to say that the speech has ‘impact’. Great speeches have impact. The speech is effective because it all comes together, persuasively uniting an audience around a set of actions, motivating the audience to act immediately to change the world. And they do more than commit to action; they perform it.


A great speech raises large issues, addresses the concerns of the moment and looks into the future, involves context and setting, requires the right speaker, a message that reaches out to the audience with impact, a receptive audience that is willing to think and feel in concert with the intentions of the speaker, and a bit of luck, too, with few mistakes through a demonstration of speaker competence and preparation. No wonder few people can write and give a great speech. It is amazing that anyone can. Discounting luck and natural talent, both in short supply, it takes a lot of thought, work, empathy, sensitivity, insight, developed skill, self-awareness and courage to produce a great speech.


I think few speeches meet this set of needs. Every day thousands of speeches are given in London alone; thousands more in Paris, Strasbourg, Hong Kong, Tokyo, Washington and New York, thousands worldwide. Multiplied over the year, there are tens of millions of speeches. The vast, vast majority do nothing at all and change nothing. When the speech is over it evaporates into the ether, instantly forgotten. I recently heard a speech where the speaker started the conclusion by saying ‘And, now, finally, at last, in the end…’ with the triple emphasis of stopping, doing nothing to give weight to the words of the speech, which dissolved within seconds of saying ‘Thank you’. The audience could not have told you what the speech said. It did nothing to convince the mind, win the heart or touch the soul. Such convoluted emptiness is, sadly, all too typical.


A small minority of speeches have potential but come up short. These speeches create a strong impression at the moment of delivery and briefly stay in the brain, but fade into insignificance within hours or days. The speech itself seems important. There is some motivation after it is over. However, conflicting ideas and experiences push the speech to the back of the brain, where it dies a silent death.


The best speeches refuse to be forgotten. They simply will not go away, demanding to be heard. A mere handful of speeches stand apart. For one thing, they continue to persuade and engage long after delivery. These are speeches that make history, that turn words into action. They become part of the zeitgeist, inserting themselves into our national and global conversations. They define the cutting edge on an issue. They channel thinking, moving it into new territory. They tell us how to see and feel. They persuade us to act. They become part of us. They become the words of our time. In this volume you will find 50 examples.


How do they do that?


GREAT SPEECHES CHANGE THE WORLD


The greatest of speeches literally create new realities. Their language turns into action. After the words have been spoken, the world becomes a different place. The power of that dynamic is the dazzling and seductive allure of words. Speechwriters look to a speech like John F. Kennedy’s 1961 Inaugural Address with envy, searching the words for the philosopher’s stone that turned simple, mostly monosyllabic words into verbal gold. Winston Churchill mobilised a nation with his ‘fight them on the beaches’ speech after Dunkirk. Resignation speeches such as Richard Nixon’s or Geoffrey Howe’s are a form of action. As they are delivered, the words of such addresses become truths. Every leader is aware of this and uses a speech to transform the world. That is a cardinal characteristic of a great speech.


GREAT SPEECHES ARE SIMPLE


Most great speeches have a simple message, a view that can often be condensed into a phrase of a few words. When Ronald Reagan said ‘Mr Gorbachev, tear down this wall,’ the message was very clear. Neil Kinnock said, ‘You can’t play politics with people’s jobs.’ That is crystal clear, simple in message and meaning. Entire speeches can be simple, like Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address or Elie Wiesel’s speech at Auschwitz, where he said, ‘Listen to the silent screams.’ Earl Spencer’s eulogy for his sister is powerfully direct and heartfelt.


GREAT SPEECHES BRING OUT THE BEST IN THE AUDIENCE


Aristotle thought that speeches should be used to craft good character in the audience, ennobling and enriching the community. Great speeches appeal to our better instincts. They attempt to establish common ground. They touch our sympathy and our humanity. Great speeches ask us to embrace freedom, show respect, protect human rights, listen to others, reason well, prize mutual regard and empower the community. Some words appear often in great speeches: virtue, goodness, duty, equality, egalitarianism, human rights, dignity, tolerance and charity. These are words to live by. They are words that can help make the community and its citizens better.


GREAT SPEECHES ARE BOLD


Words of qualification can take the life out of a sentence. These qualifying ‘weasel words’, make the assertion less powerful. These words are the lovechildren of bureaucrats, lawyers and others who fear overstatement or provocation. When Nelson Mandela was released from prison, he said that ‘Our struggle has reached a decisive moment. We call on our people to seize this moment, so that the process towards democracy is rapid and uninterrupted. We have waited long enough for freedom!’ Those sentences are profound and powerful. Imagine if they had been ‘weaselled’: ‘Our struggle may have reached a moment when something may happen. We might call on our people to potentially act, so the process towards democracy may be rapid and possibly uninterrupted. We have waited a long time for freedom. It might be better if we didn’t have to wait for much longer!’ Most modern speech language is so qualified and ‘weaseled’ that it doesn’t say much. In fact, that last sentence is too weaselled itself. The vast majority of speeches say nothing. They are qualified to the point of meaninglessness.


GREAT SPEECHES ARE PERSUASIVE


I believe that every act of communication is persuasive, that there is no such thing as an informative speech. Every speech is an act of persuasion, simply because the audience is asked to believe the speaker, if nothing else. Great speeches are persuasive messages, designed to convince the audience to do something now. They convey a sense of urgency. The audience is asked to use their reasoning and experience to understand a problem, agree with the diagnosis of the problem, accept and support a set of solutions for positive change. When Margaret Thatcher asks the audience to help rollback the ‘frontiers of the State’, she is not offering information or explaining a problem. She wants agreement, acceptance of actions, and performance of those actions. If she doesn’t attempt to persuade, then she is allowing an important, unique opportunity to pass by, which is a criminal offence in public speaking, the very definition of wasting the audience’s time. She knows this, which is why she uses every fact, story, experience and word to persuade the audience to advocate for less government, lower taxes, more individual freedom and more personal responsibility. Every great speech has an agenda.


GREAT SPEECHES ARE WELL WRITTEN


Winston Churchill received the Nobel Prize for Literature. His speeches certainly helped him win that award. A possibly apocryphal story tells of Churchill and President Franklin Delano Roosevelt giving consecutive radio addresses from the White House during the War. Upon seeing Churchill’s text, the President complained to his aides about the inferiority of his speech to the Prime Ministers.’ The chastened writers are said to have replied, ‘Sorry, Mr President, the problem is the old man rolls his own.’ I believe he is the only Nobel Literature Prize Laureate whose speeches are mentioned as part of the winning body of work by the Nobel Committee. Churchill’s speeches were masterpieces of the craft. Prose or poetry writers should be good speechwriters. William Shakespeare wrote literate speeches demonstrating the highest linguistic craftsmanship. Alexander Solzhenitsyn gave a great speech at Harvard years after winning his Nobel Prize. Unfortunately, most speeches are not considered for their literary style or merit. You don’t find books of collected speeches classified as ‘literature’, although they are as creative, imaginative and provocative as any novel. Sometimes a critic will talk about a line in a speech and consider it as poetry. But good speeches have subtle poetry and cadence underneath, and great speeches are almost always, on the surface, well-written prose. So speeches should be evaluated for their literary style and quality. Perhaps the reason some people see speeches differently is because of the overt use of persuasion by politicians, clergy and businesspeople. In other words, the speeches are found wanting in serious literary achievement because of the speakers themselves, who by using words for persuasion may taint those words as self-serving or propaganda. The subject matter is also disqualifying in the minds of some: political speeches cannot be literature, although political novels have been among the best examples of the literary craft.


In fairness, many great novels are guilty of similar associations and have persuasive content. Perhaps speeches are rejected as literature because they are written primarily for the ‘mind’s ear’, not the ‘mind’s eye’. (Although some poetry is also guilty of being so intended, such as the Iliad, Shakespeare’s sonnets or contemporary performance poetry.) Also, plays are primarily for the ear, not the eye. If Harold Pinter and Tom Stoppard are literary figures, then surely Martin Luther King, Jr and Tony Blair should shine in the same literary light. I would like to see a prize given by an august, public, respected literary body for the best-written speech each year, a Booker Prize level award for speech writing. I am certain that the literary quality of speeches would rise dramatically if public attention were given to their style and quality. Place speeches under a literary spotlight. This does not mean that speeches would be praised for their ‘sugary’ content or ‘pretty words’. Rather, as with novels and poetry, quality would be determined by craftsmanship and effectiveness of language use. The craft of speechwriting needs a champion with influence and clout, someone who is willing to elevate the attention and seriousness given to the wording of speeches. I realise that the last few lines will be received with derision by some readers. But think of the original promise of public speaking in Athenian democracy. Aristotle held that eloquence was a civic duty, that the polity benefited from good speaking and clear discourse. Such efforts could bring out the best in citizens, ennobling them, enriching the community, making the city-state better, more virtuous and more human.


GREAT SPEECHES TELL US SOMETHING AUTHENTIC ABOUT THE SPEAKER


In a great speech we get insight into the speaker. We learn something about their view of the world, their decision-making, their values, their hopes, their commitments and their passions. A great speech unifies and uses inclusive language, but it also offers a glimpse into the mind, heart and soul of the speaker. That is one reason a great speech is effective: it establishes a sympathetic and empathic link between speaker and audience. In my own work, I always tell a speaker to give the audience a ‘piece of themselves’, to share a very personal moment with the audience. 


GREAT SPEECHES ARE PART OF OUR COLLECTIVE CONSCIENCE


Great speeches become part of our national and international dialogue, whether in business, politics, culture or general conversation. To know these speeches is to know ourselves. They made us who we have become. The speeches on the war in Iraq are part of us. The aspirations for democracy in Burma and Cuba are our hopes, too. We need to understand the voices for change in Bolivia and Brazil. The rise of India is one of the central facts of the twenty-first century. China is becoming an economic and military superpower. Political leaders in France and Germany tackle problems similar to those in the United Kingdom and the United States. We are all living the words which describe and explain the international monetary crisis. These words are the ones we use to frame problems and act upon them. Interestingly, these words are more than familiar to us; they define us. They offer a way of thinking about the years to come. For example, consider the direction and velocity of Tony Blair’s 2001 Party Conference speech or his resignation speech. Years later, these words are still trying to take the audience into the future.


GREAT SPEECHES KEEP DOING THEIR JOB


Great speeches carry us into the future. They move the frontiers, taking us into previously unknown territory. There is a gravitational pull, constant and steady in most cases, of much higher velocity in others. These words won’t leave us alone. They keep working, keep persuading, long after the speech is over. Consider the powerful pull of Dr King’s speech on the Washington Mall. The ‘I Have a Dream’ speech has been part of revolutions in South America and Africa and was explicitly mentioned in South Africa’s transition from apartheid and in the election of an African-American President in the United States. That speech is still at work, still on the job. It may well be that the ‘I Have a Dream’ speech will become immortal, relevant and vital as long as people strive for equality and freedom.


In this volume we start with remarks by Aung San Suu Kyi. After years of house arrest, she has much to say to joyous followers who have a singular moment of jubilation at her release. That speech reminds us of the power of words, and also the struggle to find the right words at an unexpected moment. After that there are speeches on race, morality, governance, war, terrorism, international economics, tension between neighbours, developmental concerns, rising tiger economies, multiculturalism, biomedical research and remembrance. One of the last speeches, Margaret Thatcher’s video remarks at the funeral of Reagan, recalls an earlier era, demonstrating from a distance the way words and actions can make a difference. Reagan and Thatcher’s speeches became the words of their time. In a generation to come, someone will give a eulogy for this era. When they do that, they will be mindful of our language, the way we used words for action. They will talk about the words of our time. Great speeches are part of our living modern history. They are the words of the present and remain the words of our story, setting a course for the time to come. By looking at great speeches, we can better see where we have come from, who we are and where we will go.
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Please note: The speeches that follow have been lightly edited. Spelling has been standardised to UK English. The major change has been to create or change paragraph separation. For example, in the British party conference speeches, and in the other speeches by Tony Blair, David Cameron, Nick Clegg, Michael Bear and George Osborne the rally-type one-line presentation, still found on web sites that provide these speeches, has been re-structured into paragraphs to allow for the continuity of the message to be understood in a reading format. This involved judgement calls. Often I myself am uncomfortable with the results, with paragraphs that are not exactly well-developed or inter-connected. Single sentences are joined together into paragraphs wherever necessary to better capture the coherent flow of the speech. I left Ed Miliband’s speech alone so the reader could see the one-liner style in action. Words have not been changed nor have sentences been removed, except where indicated. But I admit that the paragraphs could have been structured differently, and my efforts are simply a best attempt.


Each speech begins with short biographical information and comments about the setting. Sometimes there may be a few lines about interesting aspects of the content or the technique used in speechwriting. Little needs to be said because the speeches themselves, as part of their historical moment, usually recreate the content and controversy. The speaker seems to recognise the singular moment as part of the point and purpose of the words. These speeches speak for themselves.


Obviously, there will be disagreement over the speeches selected for this volume. Did I leave out other great speeches? Were some of those speeches better or more important than those included in this volume? Who made you the arbiter of a speech’s greatness? Fair questions. I know any list is subject to second-guessing, even questions of sanity. For example, Barack Obama’s remarks in 2004 at the Democratic Party National Convention are a clear omission. However, given the widespread availability of those remarks, reproduction here would be redundant. Certainly each of the speeches in this collection stands out … demands attention. These are speeches that won’t go away, refuse to be forgotten.


I am pleased to provide them for you. I hope you find the collection useful. Thanks for reading this book and making these speeches a part of your life. 



















PART 1 - MORAL AUTHORITY



















AUNG SAN SUU KYI


‘THE HARD LIFE MUST BE WORTHWHILE’
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REMARKS AFTER RELEASE FROM HOUSE ARREST


RANGOON, BURMA, 14 NOVEMBER 2010





Aung San Suu Kyi, daughter of the assassinated ‘father of modern Burma’, Aung San, is General Secretary of the Burmese National League for Democracy. The ruling military authorities placed her under house arrest in 1989, and although her party scored a landslide victory in the 1990 general election, winning 80 per cent of the seats, the junta rejected the election result. Suu Kyi remained under house detention for fifteen of the next twenty-one years. This resulted in near-permanent separation from her late husband, Dr Michael Aris, who was diagnosed with prostate cancer in 1997. When it transpired that Dr Aris’s condition was terminal, the Burmese government refused to issue him an entry visa to make a farewell visit, encouraging Suu Kyi to instead travel to the UK. Suu Kyi declined, fearing that she would not be subsequently permitted to re-enter her home country, and did not see her husband prior to his death. Her charismatic manner, devotion to democracy in Burma, and physical courage in the face of a military dictatorship have made Suu Kyi a symbol of pro-democracy movements and struggles around Asia and the world. She was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1991.


Under increasing domestic and international pressure, the Burmese authorities finally released Suu Kyi on 13 November 2010. In a special election on 1 April 2012, she won her seat in Pyithu Hluttaw, the lower house of the Burmese Parliament, representing the constituency of Kawhmu Township. The following remarks were given to a massive throng of supporters on her first full day of freedom. Evidently, the conditions of her release forbade direct criticism of the military government. So she discusses the way democracy can be implemented on a grassroots level, from the ground up. As she explains her view, members of the audience, overcome by excitement and joy, shout to her. In turn, she responds to some of these comments. So the speech weaves in and out of any prepared remarks, interspersed with impromptu comments, leading to broken threads of thought. The speech is hopeful, sincere and authentic. It is electric and historic. This speech shows the power of words … why they matter. After more than twenty years of suppression, honest speech breathes life into a democratic movement. This speech also shows the character of the speaker. In a situation like this, Suu Kyi is not hiding behind a careful media image. The audience can see right into her heart, mind and soul.
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I have to begin by thanking you for your support. We haven’t seen each other for a long time but I am happy to see that our mutual faith remains strong, it fortifies me. In order to do our work, we must know what the people want – you do know what you want, don’t you? Well it’s fine to know what you want but you must also know how you are going to achieve what you want. I believe that politics must be learned. I have often said, in my talks with the youth, I don’t believe there is such a thing as good people or bad people, or smart or stupid people, I only believe that there are people who can learn and people who can’t. I believe that we, the people, can learn very well. It’s not enough to know what you want but also to know how to achieve it with integrity. I say this not to patronise, I say from experience that no matter what the goal, if the path is without integrity, it will lose its way and be destroyed. This is why we must achieve what we want with integrity.


I know you have lots of questions to ask me and I want to hear the voices of the people but I can’t hear through the cacophony. I believe that I will now have the chance to listen to the voices of the people. While under restriction, I listened to foreign radio broadcasts to hear what the people are saying. It’s very tiresome to listen to the radio for five to six hours a day but I do this out of regard for the people. So I believe that I am, to a degree, aware of the wishes of the people. I don’t believe I know everything. This is not possible. So the people must make their voices heard by us. This will help us help the people. I believe that the people now realise that nothing can be accomplished without the participation of the people. Because nothing can be accomplished without the people’s participation, we would like to create a democracy network across the world, of the people and by the people. It is only when we strive with this mentality, can we serenely achieve our democratic goals. In short, it means we have a lot of work to do. You will not get anything without working for it.


We Burmese blame it all on luck. But do you know what luck means? Luck means you reap what you sow. So if there is anything you want, you have to work to achieve it. We cannot simply bribe the people and promise them the impossible. We will try hard and pave the road that the people want. We will pave it together and we will take that road together. It’s not right that one person paves the road while the other stands idly by. Speaking of paving roads, maybe I picked an inappropriate analogy. It was a slip of the tongue. What I mean is that we will walk the road that leads to the democratic goals. We will walk on it together, we will pave it together. It is only [by] this way, [that] we can reach our goals. Don’t wait for others to do it for you. We will not ‘force’ you to do it [alluding to forced labour]. If you do not put your mind and soul into achieving it, otherwise, who knows whether it will end up with the tar being stolen [alluding to the shoddy quality of the roads being built because of corruption].


I know that your show of support is not without expectation. The burden of these expectations is great and the responsibilities are immense. But I am not one to shy away from responsibility. But I am afraid of not being able to live up to my responsibilities. I will do my utmost to live up to these responsibilities and call on the people to help us, to advise us, to point out our shortcomings. Pointing out shortcomings, if done in sincere goodwill, is very helpful. It will help us help the people achieve their aspirations.


I would like to ask the people to please communicate with us openly and courageously. Please don’t have any qualms about talking to us. We won’t do anything to you. If we are not in agreement, we will let you know. This is the basis of democracy – that of freedom of speech. But freedom to speak is not the same as freedom to be abusive. Well, there may be a bit of admonition. It is very important to be able to achieve mutual understanding. To be able to exchange views. We have to practise this and improve on this.


Upon my release, the main change that I have seen is that there is a proliferation of camera-phones. I see camera-phones all over the place. This shows the development of communication. This development must be used for the good of the majority. Communication brings understanding. Please use communication to foster mutual understanding and unity. Show me your phones; let’s see how many there are. My, there are so many. I used a phone like this for the first time yesterday. Six years ago these did not exist here. I did not even know where to talk into – the phone was so … I will have to put up a sign for those who cannot hear me [reportedly the speaker held up a sign, in blue felt-tip, reading: ‘I love the Burmese people’ with a tick beside it and her name beneath].


But it is not enough just to say you love me, you have to work. So I thought what love means. Love means the desire for mutual happiness and the implementation of that desire. It is not enough to keep repeating ‘I love you’. If you want to give me that bouquet, pass it on. Why are you holding on to it? [the speaker received a bouquet].


I want to ask the people, to tell us what’s on your mind. You can deliver the letter here, if you don’t trust the postal service. I want to know what’s on your mind. What has been in your mind over the past six years, what has changed? I can’t know all of this at once. I have to study it. It’s not feasible to speak to all of you individually. If possible, I’d like to hand over the mike to you and listen to what each of you has to say. It’s not going to end. But I like that. It’s so boring to be the only one to speak. If there is an exchange of dialogue, it creates harmony and is more beneficial. I feel that it is not democratic if one person does all the talking. Let’s try it out. I will simply point to one of you in the crowd and ask you to say a few words.


[Persons from the crowd said, ‘We want to have a free democracy.’ Others screamed, ‘I love Amay Suu’ or ‘We love Amay Suu.’]


It looks like we will need a ‘Speakers’ corner’. To be able to hear the voices of the people.


[Addressing a commotion in the crowd]: What is the problem over there? Can I help? Is it because people at the back are pushing? Please have discipline. Don’t be so impatient. There will be other opportunities for us to talk. This will not be the only occasion. There will be many others. That is why. Let’s be patient.


I thank you for your patience. As I said just now, there is so much to do so you must save your strength. Well, it’s been twenty years of having a hard life, so you must be used to it. I don’t want you to continue to have a hard life. Having a hard life isn’t the point. The point is that the hard life must be worthwhile, and then one can have endurance. So you must save your strength to make it all worthwhile.


I want to tell you not to be dejected. Sometimes there may be some things in our country that will make you feel dejected. Surely you must feel that we have not gotten anywhere or that there has been no development. But there is no reason to feel dejected. We must strive hard.


Perseverance is important. We must continue to persevere from the start to the finish. The work is never done. Even if something is finished, there will be something else. Building a nation is like this, one thing after the other has to be done. There will never be full satisfaction of the people but we must strive to achieve a measure of satisfaction. I cannot promise this, but with the trust, dependence and support of the people, I will be fortified because I cannot do it alone. I don’t want to do it alone. Doing it alone is not democracy. I have no intention to do it alone. I will do it with the majority, with the people of this country, and with the global community that have shown us goodwill and support. We will do it with everybody. We have to keep this firmly in mind. Courage is not what some people think, to be up in arms and being a hero. Courage means the resolve to achieve one’s goals. We must have this kind of courage. Go to the movies if you want a hero. Courage is a daily task. Don’t we people have to muster the courage to face each day? We have to use this courage beneficially and effectively for our country.


It’s not enough to think only of oneself or one’s own family. I want to reiterate this. Please don’t have the attitude that politics do not concern you. My father has said that before, that you may not be concerned with politics but politics will be concerned with you, you can’t avoid this. Everything is politics. Politics is not just coming here and supporting us. The housewife, who is cooking at home, also has something to do with politics because she is struggling to feed her family with the money she has. Struggling to send children to school is politics. Everything is politics. No one is free of politics. So saying that politics does not concern you and that you do not wish to be involved in politics is a lack of awareness of politics. So I ask the people to try and understand politics and to teach us. We must teach one another. Unless the people teach us what democracy is, we will make mistakes.


What is important in a democracy is that the people at the back must be able to keep those who are working in the front under control. This is democracy. The people, who are the majority, must have the right to keep the rulers, who are the minority, under control. This is democracy. So I will accept it if the people keep me under control. But of course, I do not like it if those, who are not of the people, keep me in control. But then, I only say this in passing. During the time of my detention I had a lot of interaction with the people who were in charge of my security. They have been good to me. I have to say what the truth is. Since one must show appreciation to those who are deserving, I say with sincerity that I am grateful to those who were in charge of my security. I want the people to be able to have mutual understanding and gratitude. A revered monk once said when I was young, that those who were worthy of gratitude and those who showed gratitude were hard to find. I found the latter hard to accept. I thought that human beings were capable of showing gratitude. But that is not true. There are some who show ingratitude. What does showing gratitude mean? It means just to have mutual recognition.


[To commotion in the crowd]: Well, you have to have a little forbearance. There is no question why you have to be angry just because someone stood up. As I said in front of my compound [yesterday], those in front must have forbearance and understanding of those at the back and likewise, those at the back must have forbearance and understanding of those in the front.


So now I want to know how the people are going to embark on a journey of politics. So if we have to depend on the people, we must have an exchange of views. I will continue to work for national reconciliation among the people, among all of us. There is no one that I cannot work or talk with. If there is a will to work together, it can be done. If there is a will to talk to one another, it can be done. I will take this path. On taking this path, I declare that we need the might of the people. I ask you to support us with the might of the people. Whatever we decide, we will let the people know. I haven’t finished consulting with the National League for Democracy [NLD], but I will not only work with the NLD. I will work with all democratic entities and I would like the people to encompass us. We will tell the people, explain to them what our decisions are. There may be things that we decide which the people may not like. But this is natural. Not everyone can be of the same opinion. Accepting that there can be a difference of opinion is a democratic principle.


Why do we do this? We must gain the trust of the people, not the votes of the people. We will gain the understanding and support of the people. I apologise that I cannot clarify this further at this stage but it would be reckless of me if I were to start announcing one activity after the other, just after my release.


In the meantime, we would like to hear the voices of the people. We will decide how to proceed after listening to the voices of the people. But as I have said, we will use the might of the people and work with all the democratic forces and we will work for national reconciliation. In doing so, we will do it in a way that would bring the least damage to the people. I can’t guarantee that there will be no damage at all. If I were to do so, it’s another form of bribery to say that by following us, there will be no sacrifice. But we will and the least damaging way. There may be some sacrifice, we have suffered, our colleagues have suffered, so I ask you for a little forbearance if you have to sacrifice anything. You can’t simply want something without sacrifice.


[Responding to someone in the crowd]: If you say you had forbearance for too long, what was it that you had to forbear? It is important to differentiate between right and wrong and to have the courage to stand by what is right, but what is right can be relative to the occasion. My father used to say that he was not afraid to stand before the court of his conscience. Since I have stood before the court, I am not afraid to stand before the court of my conscience every day. I ask the people to stand before the court of their conscience to find the answer as to whether one is undertaking what should be done. If you can do this, your might will increase immensely. Remember if might is not used rightly, it is a menace. Might that is used rightly cannot be overcome by anyone.


Let us now have a little test of your empathy, understanding and forbearance of one another. The people over there are complaining that they cannot hear. I am about to finish speaking. So can I suggest that the people in front make way for the people on the other side?


So now you can hear can’t you? So if one group of people were to always remain in one place – that’s not good.


Now that’s fair isn’t it?


So now I would like to thank all of you who took the trouble to come here and to show your support. We have repeatedly said that we depend on the might of the people and we cannot succeed without the might of the people. This might of the people must be used systematically. When the people in front stand up for too long the people in the back get annoyed. The people in the front shouldn’t be standing up for too long. The people in the back should also have a little forbearance if they are standing up for just a while. Well, so what, but it’s different if they are standing up too long of course.


I would like to repeat what I said that we have to work together to achieve success. You will not succeed just by wishing and hoping. You must be able to know how to achieve your aspirations and have the courage and ability to do so. We will find the best way. That is to find a way that avoids bringing suffering to the people as much as possible to achieve these goals. I am a fervent believer in national reconciliation. I believe that this is the path we should take. Let me openly tell the people here that I have no grudge against the people who kept me under restriction. I believe in human rights and the rule of law. I will always strive for this. I don’t harbour hatred of anyone. I have no time for this. I have too much to do to harbour any hatred. The people in charge of keeping me under restriction were good to me. This is the truth and I value this and I am grateful.


Likewise in every aspect I would like everyone to have good interactions with one another. How wonderful would it be if the people were also treated as nicely as I was? But of course I don’t mean that the people should be put under house arrest.


So I would like to plead, ‘Please don’t put the people under house arrest like I was, but please be nice to the people just as you were nice to me.’


We must value the good things and be grateful of things that are worthy of gratitude. Just because one doesn’t like it, it does not mean that everything is bad. There are good things and there are bad things. So don’t be angry if people say you are doing bad things. If you don’t want the people to say this, then just don’t do anything bad. Just as I value what is good and am grateful, I am not hesitant to say so. It’s so rewarding to be able to give recognition to someone worthy of gratitude. I want to do this. I want to be so grateful so just do things that are worthy of gratitude and I will sing your praises all day. So I want to thank each and every one of the people. Of course, I would end up with a sore throat.


So let me say thank you. Keep up your strong resolve. People say that the courage of the Burmese is like straw fire. I don’t like this. This shouldn’t be so. A human being must have all its manifestations and live in human dignity. Do you want human rights? The Universal Declaration of Human Rights begins by saying that everyone is born with inherent dignity. This dignity must be upheld. The dignity commensurate with these rights must be upheld. I don’t wish to make a one-sided statement by repeating what should be done for the people. There are also things that the people must do. Everyone must know his or her responsibility and be able to fulfil them. Only then will our country develop. So it goes without saying that whether or not our country has developed, is something that the people will know more than I do. But rather than blaming who is at fault for this lack of development, I would only like to ask for the opportunities for us to work together hand in hand. I don’t like the people having to hold out their hands to beg. I shall not hold out my hands to beg and I believe that my people do not wish to hold out their hands to beg. I believe that people want the right to development so we must work to give the people the right to development. There must be opportunities for people to be able to feed themselves to the full.


We shall proceed in consultation with democratic entities and the NLD shall not go it alone but hand in hand with [the] majority. Furthermore, the majority must be encompassed by the people. We cannot do it without the people and we ask for their assistance. I ask for your faith and support. So keep up your strength. I feel bad to ask you to eat up [to keep up your strength] since I hear that you do not have enough to eat. I ask you to keep up your physical and mental strength. It is with this strength we shall work together to reach our goal. I would have to say that there are some of us who have lost sight of that goal. But to have to walk the path to reach this proper goal is priceless.


Man is mortal. One day it will all be over, but before it is over, how one has led one’s life is the most important. So I take this opportunity to honour those of our colleagues and comrades who have given their lives to the cause for democracy; to honour our colleagues and comrades who are still in prison. Let us pray that they will be released as soon as possible.
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‘TO FORM A MORE PERFECT UNION … WE CAN MOVE BEYOND SOME OF OUR OLD RACIAL WOUNDS’
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REMARKS ON RACE, POLITICS AND RELIGION


PHILADELPHIA, PENNSYLVANIA, 18 MARCH 2008





Born in Hawaii in 1961 to a Kenyan father of Muslim ancestry and an American mother, Barack Obama studied at Columbia University and Harvard Law School, becoming editor of the prestigious Harvard Law Review. After a career in the private sector that included teaching at the University of Chicago’s Faculty of Law and years as a community organiser, Obama entered politics, winning a seat in the Illinois State Senate. After a failed primary campaign for the Democratic Party’s nomination for a seat in the United States House of Representatives (US House, 1st District, Illinois), he launched a successful 2004 bid for one of the state’s two seats in the United States Senate. A shambolic campaign on the Republican side resulted in a landslide victory for Obama, whose much-praised keynote address at the 2004 Democratic National Convention was perhaps the most dramatic introduction of an up-and-coming politician to a national audience since then-Senator John F. Kennedy narrowly lost the Vice-Presidential nomination to Senator Estes Kefauver in 1956. Like Kennedy, Obama is credited with rhetorical gifts that lent his campaigns an inspirational quality and attracted legions of devoted volunteers, including many students and young people.


Despite having denied any intention to contest the Presidency in 2008, a burgeoning draft-Obama movement convinced him to enter the race, resulting in a gripping, hard-fought primary battle with then-Senator Hillary Clinton, who had long been the presumptive frontrunner. He emerged as the surprise Democratic nominee, facing US Senator John McCain, Republican of Arizona, in the Presidential election. Obama was elected President in November 2008 and sworn into office in January 2009.


In the course of the primary campaign, Obama’s association with Reverend Jeremiah Wright attracted widespread criticism. Reverend Wright, Pastor Emeritus of Trinity United Church of Christ, is known for his inflammatory rhetoric from the pulpit, including a 2003 sermon featuring the repeated words ‘God Damn America’ and speaking of the 9/11 attacks as ‘America’s chickens coming home to roost’. In this speech, then-Senator and Presidential candidate Obama explains his view of the role of race, politics and religion in America. In some published accounts, this speech has been given the title ‘A More Perfect Union’. In 2010, President Obama won the Nobel Peace Prize. He is running for a second Presidential term in the 2012 election.


This speech has become an important document about the separation of church and state, as well as a personal statement about faith, influence and loyalty. It is also a deep discussion about racism in America. The first line is appropriate for the range of topics and the setting, Philadelphia.
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‘We the people, in order to form a more perfect union.’


Two hundred and twenty-one years ago, in a hall that still stands across the street, a group of men gathered and, with these simple words, launched America’s improbable experiment in democracy. Farmers and scholars; statesmen and patriots who had travelled across an ocean to escape tyranny and persecution finally made real their declaration of independence at a Philadelphia convention that lasted through the spring of 1787.


The document they produced was eventually signed but ultimately unfinished. It was stained by this nation’s original sin of slavery, a question that divided the colonies and brought the convention to a stalemate until the founders chose to allow the slave trade to continue for at least twenty more years, and to leave any final resolution to future generations.


Of course, the answer to the slavery question was already embedded within our Constitution – a Constitution that had at its very core the ideal of equal citizenship under the law; a Constitution that promised its people liberty, and justice, and a union that could be and should be perfected over time.


And yet words on a parchment would not be enough to deliver slaves from bondage, or provide men and women of every colour and creed their full rights and obligations as citizens of the United States. What would be needed were Americans in successive generations who were willing to do their part – through protests and struggle, on the streets and in the courts, through a civil war and civil disobedience and always at great risk – to narrow that gap between the promise of our ideals and the reality of their time.


This was one of the tasks we set forth at the beginning of this campaign – to continue the long march of those who came before us, a march for a more just, more equal, more free, more caring and more prosperous America. I chose to run for the presidency at this moment in history because I believe deeply that we cannot solve the challenges of our time unless we solve them together – unless we perfect our union by understanding that we may have different stories, but we hold common hopes; that we may not look the same and we may not have come from the same place, but we all want to move in the same direction – towards a better future for our children and our grandchildren.


This belief comes from my unyielding faith in the decency and generosity of the American people. But it also comes from my own American story.


I am the son of a black man from Kenya and a white woman from Kansas. I was raised with the help of a white grandfather who survived a Depression to serve in Patton’s Army during World War II and a white grandmother who worked on a bomber assembly line at Fort Leavenworth while he was overseas. I’ve gone to some of the best schools in America and lived in one of the world’s poorest nations. I am married to a black American who carries within her the blood of slaves and slaveowners – an inheritance we pass on to our two precious daughters. I have brothers, sisters, nieces, nephews, uncles and cousins, of every race and every hue, scattered across three continents, and for as long as I live, I will never forget that in no other country on Earth is my story even possible.


It’s a story that hasn’t made me the most conventional candidate. But it is a story that has seared into my genetic make-up the idea that this nation is more than the sum of its parts – that out of many, we are truly one.


Throughout the first year of this campaign, against all predictions to the contrary, we saw how hungry the American people were for this message of unity. Despite the temptation to view my candidacy through a purely racial lens, we won commanding victories in states with some of the whitest populations in the country. In South Carolina, where the Confederate Flag still flies, we built a powerful coalition of African-Americans and white Americans.


This is not to say that race has not been an issue in the campaign. At various stages in the campaign, some commentators have deemed me either ‘too black’ or ‘not black enough’. We saw racial tensions bubble to the surface during the week before the South Carolina primary. The press has scoured every exit poll for the latest evidence of racial polarisation, not just in terms of white and black, but black and brown as well.


And yet, it has only been in the last couple of weeks that the discussion of race in this campaign has taken a particularly divisive turn.


On one end of the spectrum, we’ve heard the implication that my candidacy is somehow an exercise in affirmative action; that it’s based solely on the desire of wide-eyed liberals to purchase racial reconciliation on the cheap. On the other end, we’ve heard my former pastor, Reverend Jeremiah Wright, use incendiary language to express views that have the potential not only to widen the racial divide, but views that denigrate both the greatness and the goodness of our nation; that rightly offend white and black alike.


I have already condemned, in unequivocal terms, the statements of Reverend Wright that have caused such controversy. For some, nagging questions remain. Did I know him to be an occasionally fierce critic of American domestic and foreign policy? Of course. Did I ever hear him make remarks that could be considered controversial while I sat in church? Yes. Did I strongly disagree with many of his political views? Absolutely – just as I’m sure many of you have heard remarks from your pastors, priests, or rabbis with which you strongly disagreed.


But the remarks that have caused this recent firestorm weren’t simply controversial. They weren’t simply a religious leader’s effort to speak out against perceived injustice. Instead, they expressed a profoundly distorted view of this country – a view that sees white racism as endemic, and that elevates what is wrong with America above all that we know is right with America; a view that sees the conflicts in the Middle East as rooted primarily in the actions of stalwart allies like Israel, instead of emanating from the perverse and hateful ideologies of radical Islam.


As such, Reverend Wright’s comments were not only wrong but divisive, divisive at a time when we need unity; racially charged at a time when we need to come together to solve a set of monumental problems – two wars, a terrorist threat, a falling economy, a chronic health care crisis and potentially devastating climate change; problems that are neither black or white or Latino or Asian, but rather problems that confront us all.


Given my background, my politics, and my professed values and ideals, there will no doubt be those for whom my statements of condemnation are not enough. Why associate myself with Reverend Wright in the first place, they may ask? Why not join another church? And I confess that if all that I knew of Reverend Wright were the snippets of those sermons that have run in an endless loop on the television and YouTube, or if Trinity United Church of Christ conformed to the caricatures being peddled by some commentators, there is no doubt that I would react in much the same way


But the truth is, that isn’t all that I know of the man. The man I met more than twenty years ago is a man who helped introduce me to my Christian faith, a man who spoke to me about our obligations to love one another; to care for the sick and lift up the poor. He is a man who served his country as a US Marine; who has studied and lectured at some of the finest universities and seminaries in the country, and who for over thirty years led a church that serves the community by doing God’s work here on Earth – by housing the homeless, ministering to the needy, providing day care services and scholarships and prison ministries, and reaching out to those suffering from HIV/AIDS.


In my first book, Dreams From My Father, I described the experience of my first service at Trinity:


‘People began to shout, to rise from their seats and clap and cry out, a forceful wind carrying the reverend’s voice up into the rafters… And in that single note – hope! – I heard something else; at the foot of that cross, inside the thousands of churches across the city, I imagined the stories of ordinary black people merging with the stories of David and Goliath, Moses and Pharaoh, the Christians in the lion’s den, Ezekiel’s field of dry bones. Those stories – of survival, and freedom, and hope – became our story, my story; the blood that had spilled was our blood, the tears our tears; until this black church, on this bright day, seemed once more a vessel carrying the story of a people into future generations and into a larger world. Our trials and triumphs became at once unique and universal, black and more than black; in chronicling our journey, the stories and songs gave us a means to reclaim memories that we didn’t need to feel shame about … memories that all people might study and cherish – and with which we could start to rebuild.’


That has been my experience at Trinity. Like other predominantly black churches across the country, Trinity embodies the black community in its entirety – the doctor and the welfare mom, the model student and the former gang-banger. Like other black churches, Trinity’s services are full of raucous laughter and sometimes bawdy humour. They are full of dancing, clapping, screaming and shouting that may seem jarring to the untrained ear. The church contains in full the kindness and cruelty, the fierce intelligence and the shocking ignorance, the struggles and successes, the love and yes, the bitterness and bias that make up the black experience in America.


And this helps explain, perhaps, my relationship with Reverend Wright. As imperfect as he may be, he has been like family to me. He strengthened my faith, officiated my wedding, and baptised my children. Not once in my conversations with him have I heard him talk about any ethnic group in derogatory terms, or treat whites with whom he interacted with anything but courtesy and respect. He contains within him the contradictions – the good and the bad – of the community that he has served diligently for so many years.


I can no more disown him than I can disown the black community. I can no more disown him than I can my white grandmother – a woman who helped raise me, a woman who sacrificed again and again for me, a woman who loves me as much as she loves anything in this world, but a woman who once confessed her fear of black men who passed by her on the street, and who on more than one occasion has uttered racial or ethnic stereotypes that made me cringe.


These people are a part of me. And they are a part of America, this country that I love.


Some will see this as an attempt to justify or excuse comments that are simply inexcusable. I can assure you it is not. I suppose the politically safe thing would be to move on from this episode and just hope that it fades into the woodwork. We can dismiss Reverend Wright as a crank or a demagogue, just as some have dismissed Geraldine Ferraro, in the aftermath of her recent statements, as harbouring some deep-seated racial bias.


But race is an issue that I believe this nation cannot afford to ignore right now. We would be making the same mistake that Reverend Wright made in his offending sermons about America – to simplify and stereotype and amplify the negative to the point that it distorts reality.


The fact is that the comments that have been made and the issues that have surfaced over the last few weeks reflect the complexities of race in this country that we’ve never really worked through – a part of our union that we have yet to perfect. And if we walk away now, if we simply retreat into our respective corners, we will never be able to come together and solve challenges like health care, or education, or the need to find good jobs for every American.


Understanding this reality requires a reminder of how we arrived at this point. As William Faulkner once wrote, ‘The past isn’t dead and buried. In fact, it isn’t even past.’ We do not need to recite here the history of racial injustice in this country. But we do need to remind ourselves that so many of the disparities that exist in the African-American community today can be directly traced to inequalities passed on from an earlier generation that suffered under the brutal legacy of slavery and Jim Crow.


Segregated schools were, and are, inferior schools; we still haven’t fixed them, fifty years after Brown v. Board of Education, and the inferior education they provided, then and now, helps explain the pervasive achievement gap between today’s black and white students.


Legalised discrimination – where blacks were prevented, often through violence, from owning property, or loans were not granted to African-American business owners, or black homeowners could not access Federal Housing Administration mortgages, or blacks were excluded from unions, or the police force, or fire departments – meant that black families could not amass any meaningful wealth to bequeath to future generations. That history helps explain the wealth and income gap between black and white, and the concentrated pockets of poverty that persist in so many of today’s urban and rural communities.


A lack of economic opportunity among black men, and the shame and frustration that came from not being able to provide for one’s family, contributed to the erosion of black families – a problem that welfare policies for many years may have worsened. And the lack of basic services in so many urban black neighbourhoods – parks for kids to play in, police walking the beat, regular garbage pick-up and building code enforcement – all helped create a cycle of violence, blight and neglect that continue to haunt us.


This is the reality in which Reverend Wright and other African-Americans of his generation grew up. They came of age in the late fifties and early sixties, a time when segregation was still the law of the land and opportunity was systematically constricted. What’s remarkable is not how many failed in the face of discrimination, but rather how many men and women overcame the odds; how many were able to make a way out of no way for those like me who would come after them.


But for all those who scratched and clawed their way to get a piece of the American Dream, there were many who didn’t make it – those who were ultimately defeated, in one way or another, by discrimination. That legacy of defeat was passed on to future generations – those young men and increasingly young women who we see standing on street corners or languishing in our prisons, without hope or prospects for the future. Even for those blacks who did make it, questions of race, and racism, continue to define their worldview in fundamental ways. For the men and women of Reverend Wright’s generation, the memories of humiliation and doubt and fear have not gone away; nor has the anger and the bitterness of those years. That anger may not get expressed in public, in front of white co-workers or white friends. But it does find voice in the barbershop or around the kitchen table. At times, that anger is exploited by politicians, to gin up votes along racial lines, or to make up for a politician’s own failings.


And occasionally it finds voice in the church on Sunday morning, in the pulpit and in the pews. The fact that so many people are surprised to hear that anger in some of Reverend Wright’s sermons simply reminds us of the old truism that the most segregated hour in American life occurs on Sunday morning. That anger is not always productive; indeed, all too often it distracts attention from solving real problems; it keeps us from squarely facing our own complicity in our condition, and prevents the African-American community from forging the alliances it needs to bring about real change. But the anger is real; it is powerful; and to simply wish it away, to condemn it without understanding its roots, only serves to widen the chasm of misunderstanding that exists between the races.


In fact, a similar anger exists within segments of the white community. Most working- and middle-class white Americans don’t feel that they have been particularly privileged by their race. Their experience is the immigrant experience – as far as they’re concerned, no one’s handed them anything, they’ve built it from scratch. They’ve worked hard all their lives, many times only to see their jobs shipped overseas or their pension dumped after a lifetime of labour. They are anxious about their futures, and feel their dreams slipping away; in an era of stagnant wages and global competition, opportunity comes to be seen as a zero sum game, in which your dreams come at my expense. So when they are told to bus their children to a school across town; when they hear that an African-American is getting an advantage in landing a good job or a spot in a good college because of an injustice that they themselves never committed; when they’re told that their fears about crime in urban neighbourhoods are somehow prejudiced, resentment builds over time.


Like the anger within the black community, these resentments aren’t always expressed in polite company. But they have helped shape the political landscape for at least a generation. Anger over welfare and affirmative action helped forge the Reagan Coalition. Politicians routinely exploited fears of crime for their own electoral ends. Talk show hosts and conservative commentators built entire careers unmasking bogus claims of racism while dismissing legitimate discussions of racial injustice and inequality as mere political correctness or reverse racism.


Just as black anger often proved counterproductive, so have these white resentments distracted attention from the real culprits of the middle-class squeeze – a corporate culture rife with inside dealing, questionable accounting practices, and short-term greed; a Washington dominated by lobbyists and special interests; economic policies that favour the few over the many. And yet, to wish away the resentments of white Americans, to label them as misguided or even racist, without recognising they are grounded in legitimate concerns – this too widens the racial divide, and blocks the path to understanding.


This is where we are right now. It’s a racial stalemate we’ve been stuck in for years. Contrary to the claims of some of my critics, black and white, I have never been so naive as to believe that we can get beyond our racial divisions in a single election cycle, or with a single candidacy – particularly a candidacy as imperfect as my own.


But I have asserted a firm conviction – a conviction rooted in my faith in God and my faith in the American people – that working together we can move beyond some of our old racial wounds, and that in fact we have no choice if we are to continue on the path of a more perfect union.


For the African-American community, that path means embracing the burdens of our past without becoming victims of our past. It means continuing to insist on a full measure of justice in every aspect of American life. But it also means binding our particular grievances – for better health care, and better schools, and better jobs – to the larger aspirations of all Americans – the white woman struggling to break the glass ceiling, the white man who’s been laid off, the immigrant trying to feed his family. And it means taking full responsibility for own lives – by demanding more from our fathers, and spending more time with our children, and reading to them, and teaching them that while they may face challenges and discrimination in their own lives, they must never succumb to despair or cynicism; they must always believe that they can write their own destiny.


Ironically, this quintessentially American – and yes, conservative – notion of self-help found frequent expression in Reverend Wright’s sermons. But what my former pastor too often failed to understand is that embarking on a programme of self-help also requires a belief that society can change.


The profound mistake of Reverend Wright’s sermons is not that he spoke about racism in our society. It’s that he spoke as if our society was static; as if no progress has been made; as if this country – a country that has made it possible for one of his own members to run for the highest office in the land and build a coalition of white and black, Latino and Asian, rich and poor, young and old – is still irrevocably bound to a tragic past. But what we know – what we have seen – is that America can change. That is the true genius of this nation. What we have already achieved gives us hope – the audacity to hope – for what we can and must achieve tomorrow.


In the white community, the path to a more perfect union means acknowledging that what ails the African-American community does not just exist in the minds of black people; that the legacy of discrimination – and current incidents of discrimination, while less overt than in the past – are real and must be addressed. Not just with words, but with deeds – by investing in our schools and our communities; by enforcing our civil rights laws and ensuring fairness in our criminal justice system; by providing this generation with ladders of opportunity that were unavailable for previous generations. It requires all Americans to realise that your dreams do not have to come at the expense of my dreams; that investing in the health, welfare, and education of black and brown and white children will ultimately help all of America prosper.


In the end, then, what is called for is nothing more, and nothing less, than what all the world’s great religions demand – that we do unto others as we would have them do unto us. Let us be our brother’s keeper, Scripture tells us. Let us be our sister’s keeper. Let us find that common stake we all have in one another, and let our politics reflect that spirit as well.


For we have a choice in this country. We can accept a politics that breeds division, and conflict, and cynicism. We can tackle race only as spectacle – as we did in the O.J. Simpson trial – or in the wake of tragedy, as we did in the aftermath of Katrina – or as fodder for the nightly news. We can play Reverend Wright’s sermons on every channel, every day and talk about them from now until the election, and make the only question in this campaign whether or not the American people think that I somehow believe or sympathise with his most offensive words. We can pounce on some gaffe by a Hillary Clinton supporter as evidence that she’s playing the race card, or we can speculate on whether white men will all flock to John McCain in the general election regardless of his policies.


We can do that.


But if we do, I can tell you that in the next election, we’ll be talking about some other distraction. And then another one. And then another one. And nothing will change.


That is one option. Or, at this moment, in this election, we can come together and say, ‘Not this time.’ This time we want to talk about the crumbling schools that are stealing the future of black children and white children and Asian children and Hispanic children and Native American children. This time we want to reject the cynicism that tells us that these kids can’t learn; that those kids who don’t look like us are somebody else’s problem. The children of America are not those kids, they are our kids, and we will not let them fall behind in a twenty-first century economy. Not this time.


This time we want to talk about how the lines in the Emergency Room are filled with whites and blacks and Hispanics who do not have health care; who don’t have the power on their own to overcome the special interests in Washington, but who can take them on if we do it together.


This time we want to talk about the shuttered mills that once provided a decent life for men and women of every race, and the homes for sale that once belonged to Americans from every religion, every region, every walk of life. This time we want to talk about the fact that the real problem is not that someone who doesn’t look like you might take your job; it’s that the corporation you work for will ship it overseas for nothing more than a profit.


This time we want to talk about the men and women of every colour and creed who serve together, and fight together, and bleed together under the same proud flag. We want to talk about how to bring them home from a war that never should’ve been authorised and never should’ve been waged, and we want to talk about how we’ll show our patriotism by caring for them, and their families, and giving them the benefits they have earned.


I would not be running for President if I didn’t believe with all my heart that this is what the vast majority of Americans want for this country. This union may never be perfect, but generation after generation has shown that it can always be perfected. And today, whenever I find myself feeling doubtful or cynical about this possibility, what gives me the most hope is the next generation – the young people whose attitudes and beliefs and openness to change have already made history in this election.


There is one story in particularly that I’d like to leave you with today – a story I told when I had the great honour of speaking on Dr King’s birthday at his home church, Ebenezer Baptist, in Atlanta.


There is a young, twenty-three-year-old white woman named Ashley Baia who organised for our campaign in Florence, South Carolina. She had been working to organise a mostly African-American community since the beginning of this campaign, and one day she was at a roundtable discussion where everyone went around telling their story and why they were there.


And Ashley said that when she was nine years old, her mother got cancer. And because she had to miss days off work, she was let go and lost her health care. They had to file for bankruptcy, and that’s when Ashley decided that she had to do something to help her mom.


She knew that food was one of their most expensive costs, and so Ashley convinced her mother that what she really liked and really wanted to eat more than anything else was mustard and relish sandwiches. Because that was the cheapest way to eat.


She did this for a year until her mom got better, and she told everyone at the roundtable that the reason she joined our campaign was so that she could help the millions of other children in the country who want and need to help their parents too.


Now Ashley might have made a different choice. Perhaps somebody told her along the way that the source of her mother’s problems were blacks who were on welfare and too lazy to work, or Hispanics who were coming into the country illegally. But she didn’t. She sought out allies in her fight against injustice.


Anyway, Ashley finishes her story and then goes around the room and asks everyone else why they’re supporting the campaign. They all have different stories and reasons. Many bring up a specific issue. And finally they come to this elderly black man who’s been sitting there quietly the entire time. And Ashley asks him why he’s there. And he does not bring up a specific issue. He does not say health care or the economy. He does not say education or the war. He does not say that he was there because of Barack Obama. He simply says to everyone in the room, ‘I am here because of Ashley.’


‘I’m here because of Ashley.’ By itself, that single moment of recognition between that young white girl and that old black man is not enough. It is not enough to give health care to the sick, or jobs to the jobless, or education to our children.


But it is where we start. It is where our union grows stronger. And as so many generations have come to realise over the course of the two-hundred and twenty-one years since a band of patriots signed that document in Philadelphia, that is where the perfection begins.
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REMARKS TO THE CUBAN PEOPLE


FLORIDA INTERNATIONAL UNIVERSITY, MIAMI, FLORIDA, 23 SEPTEMBER 2002





Václav Havel (5 October 1936 – 18 December 2011), playwright, essayist and politician, was an active dissident during the years of communism in Czechoslovakia. The author of over twenty widely translated works of drama and non-fiction, Havel was a signatory of the pro-democracy Charter 77 Manifesto and a founding signatory of the Prague Convention on European Conscience and Communism. Following the collapse of communism in 1989 he was elected President of Czechoslovakia, a post he held until the secession of Slovakia under the leadership of nationalist Prime Minister Vladimír Mečiar in 1992. Havel was elected President of the Czech Republic the following year, serving for a decade. Throughout his presidency he remained a vocal critic of countries that continued to deny basic freedoms to their citizens. Seen as an international symbol of the ongoing struggle for democracy and human rights, Havel was voted 4th in Prospect magazine’s 2005 global poll of the world’s top 100 intellectuals. His death was much-lamented around the world.


Havel often argued for a moral politics, a ‘living in truth’. Respect for human rights, freedom and dignity is needed in Cuba, just as in Central and Eastern Europe in 1989. For him, the communist government of Cuba is repellent precisely because of its oppression, lies and cult of personality. Unlike many, Havel is willing to speak out for liberty and justice in Cuba.




[image: ]





Mr President, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen, and to all those citizens of Cuba who are listening to us, I am here in Florida for the first time in my life, and Florida is also the last state in the United States – and the last place on the whole American continent – that I will be visiting as President of my country. It was my own choice to come to Florida, and I have chosen it, among other things, because it is from here that I want to extend my greetings to all Cubans – both to those who live here, and to those who live at home, in Cuba.


Every modern, freedom-loving person feels, or at least ought to feel, a sense of solidarity both with those who are prevented from living in their home country or from freely visiting it, and with those who are forced to live in their country in a state of constant fear, and who cannot leave it and return to it of their own free will.


But there are people who should naturally feel this kind of solidarity far more intensively than others. I am referring to those of us who experienced first-hand, on our own skins, as it were, the oppressive weight of life under a totalitarian system of the communist type, or who may even have tried to resist that system and, in doing so, experienced just how important the solidarity and help offered by people from freer countries was.


I think that one of the most diabolical instruments for subjugating some people and fooling others is the special communist language. It is a language full of subterfuge, ideological jargon, meaningless phrases and stereotypical figures of speech. To people who have not seen through its mendacity or who have never had to live in a world manipulated by it, this language can appear very attractive. At the same time, in others, this very same language can evoke fear and horror and force them into permanent state of dissimulation.


In my country, too, entire generations of people once let themselves be led astray by this kind of language with its fine words about justice, peace and the necessity of fighting against those who, allegedly in the interests of evil foreign powers, resisted the power that spoke this language. The great advantage of this language lies in the fact that all its parts are firmly bound together in a closed system of dogmas that excludes anything that does not fit. Any idea with a hint of originality or independence – as well as any word that is not part of the official vocabulary – is labelled an ideological diversion – almost, it would seem, before anyone can express it. The web of dogmas deployed to justify any arbitrary action by the ruling power, therefore, usually takes a utopian form – that is, an artificial construct that contains a whole set of reasons why everything that does not fit the structure or that reaches beyond it must be suppressed, forbidden or destroyed for the sake of some happy future.


The easy thing to do is to accept this language, to believe in it or, at least, to adapt to it. It is very difficult to maintain one’s own point of view, though common sense may tell you a hundred times over that you are right, as long as that means either revolting against the language of the powers that be, or simply refusing to use it. A system of persecutions, of bans, of informers, of compulsory elections, of spying on one’s neighbours, of censorship and, ultimately, of concentration camps is hidden behind a veil of beautiful words that have utterly no shame in calling enslavement a ‘higher form of freedom’, of calling independent thinking a way of ‘supporting imperialism’, or labelling the entrepreneurial spirit a way of ‘impoverishing one’s fellow humans’ and calling human rights a ‘bourgeois fiction’.


My country’s experience was simple: when the internal crisis of the totalitarian system grows so deep that it becomes clear to everyone, and when more and more people learn to speak their own language and reject the hollow, mendacious language of the powers that be, it means that freedom is remarkably close, if not directly within reach. All of a sudden, it seems that the king is naked and the mysterious radiant energy that comes from free speech and free actions turns out to be more powerful than the strongest army, police force, or party organisation, stronger than the greatest power of a centrally directed and centrally devastated economy, or of the centrally controlled and centrally enslaved media, those chief propagators of the mendacious language of the official utopia.


Our world, as a whole, is not in the best of shape and the direction it is headed in may well be quite ambivalent. But this does not mean that we are permitted to give up on free and cultivated thinking and to replace it with a set of utopian clichés. That would not make the world a better place, it would only make it worse. On the contrary, it means that we must do more for our own freedom, and that of others.


May all Cubans live in freedom and enjoy independence and prosperity!


To all those who have not lost the will to resist arbitrary force and lies, may your dreams be fulfilled!


And may Oswald Payá Sardinas, the great champion of human rights in Cuba, be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, and may this award strengthen the courage of all the Cuban people to take up non-violent resistance against an oppressive regime!


Thank you for being here and for listening to me.
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REMARKS AT THE LABOUR PARTY CONFERENCE


BLACKPOOL, UNITED KINGDOM, 1 OCTOBER 2002





Tony Blair was elected to the UK House of Commons in 1983, representing the constituency of Sedgefield. He became leader of the Labour Party in 1994, following the sudden death of his predecessor in that office, John Smith. Restyling the party as ‘New Labour’, he embarked on a series of symbolic and substantive party reforms, most famously amending Clause IV of the Labour Party’s constitution, which had, since 1918, committed the party ‘To secure for the workers by hand or by brain the full fruits of their industry and the most equitable distribution thereof that may be possible upon the basis of the common ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange, and the best obtainable system of popular administration and control of each industry or service.’ This sweeping mandate for nationalisation, Blair argued, was an embarrassing anachronism an electoral albatross. He persuaded the party membership to drastically revise the clause, incorporating an acceptance of free markets while maintaining a commitment to the redistribution of wealth. This was a defining moment in Labour’s recovery from a series of disastrous electoral defeats in 1979, 1983, 1987 and 1992. His rhetoric placed a new emphasis on supporting middle-class aspirations and the financial sector.


In 1997, Blair led his party to an historic electoral victory, winning 418 of 659 seats in the House of Commons, Labour’s best ever election result, and was appointed Prime Minister. Under his leadership Labour won the next two general elections, though with declining majorities. In 2007 he resigned from the party leadership and office of Prime Minister.


In these remarks he sets the agenda for his party as it moves into the new millennium. The language here has been extensively borrowed by politicians in all of Britain’s major political parties, as well as in the United States and elsewhere. Many words and phrases have been pillaged by hundreds of politicians. Style has been influential, too. Note Blair’s use of word economy. He understands the power of the right word. I have often said that he has ‘intelligence behind the words’, which means that he knows the reason for each word in the speech and he knows what he wants to do with it. Thus, he can get more out of a speech than most speakers, who use more words but say less. In a short period of time he can take the listener on a journey of ideas and experience to end at a point of collective agreement. He also knows how to persuade with patriotism, binding citizens together through language and symbols. And he has a vision for Great Britain, the destination of this journey together. The paragraph construction is my own. The original speech was published with each sentence standing alone.
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The paradox of the modern world is this: we’ve never been more interdependent in our needs; and we’ve never been more individualist in our outlook.


Globalisation and technology open up vast new opportunities but also cause massive insecurity.


The values of progressive politics – solidarity, justice for all – have never been more relevant; and their application never more in need of modernisation. Internationally, we need a new global partnership, that moves beyond a narrow view of national interest. At home, it means taking the great progressive 1945 settlement and reforming it around the needs of the individual as consumer and citizen for the twenty-first century. What we did for the Labour Party in the new clause IV, freeing us from outdated doctrine and practice, we must now do, through reform, for Britain’s public services and welfare state.


We are at a crossroads: party, government, country. Do we take modest though important steps of improvement? Or do we make the great push forward for transformation?


I believe we’re at our best when at our boldest. So far, we’ve made a good start but we’ve not been bold enough. Interdependence is obliterating the distinction between foreign and domestic policy. It was the British economy that felt the aftermath of 11 September. Our cities who take in refugees from the 13 million now streaming across the world from famine, disease or conflict.


Our young people who die from heroin imported from Afghanistan. It is our climate that is changing.


Today, a nation’s chances are measured not just by its own efforts but by its place in the world.


Influence is power is prosperity. We are an island nation, small in space, 60 million in people but immense in history and potential. We can take refuge in the mists of Empire but it is a delusion that national identity is best preserved in isolation, that we should venture out in the world only at a time of emergency.
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