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Great Speeches of Our Time



Hywel Williams’s books include Cassell’s Chronology of World History: Dates, Events and Ideas that Made History, Britain’s Power Elites: The Rebirth of a Ruling Class, and Guilty Men: Conservative Decline and Fall. For Quercus, he has written Days that Changed the World, Sun Kings: A History of Kingship, Emperor of the West: Charlemagne and the Carolingian Empire, and Age of Chivalry: Culture and Power in Medieval Europe 950–1450. His work has been translated into over fifteen languages and he is now writing a history of the British Isles. He has written for The Times, Sunday Times, Guardian, Observer, Times Literary Supplement, Spectator and the New Statesman, and is an Honorary Fellow of the University of Wales. His television history of the late twentieth century was broadcast on S4C in 2009.





Introduction



The oratory contained and discussed in this book reflects the currents of thought and alignments of power which created our contemporary world. Most of these speeches were delivered by politicians, national leaders who were intent on communicating the urgency of their message and the accuracy of their truth. Very many of them gained authority by democratic means and their words, spoken by and large at the very apex of their influence, reflect a career-long training in the art of eloquent persuasion. The speeches of Fidel Castro, Nikita Khrushchev and Chairman Mao reveal that dictatorial power may also seek to impress by demonstrating verbal skill – a technique which supplements the despot’s habitual reliance on force. Generals MacArthur and Marshall show the military mind’s analysis of geopolitics, while Eleanor Roosevelt and Martin Luther King, Jr display the commitment of the activist who gains moral authority and practical influence through dedication to a cause. The tide of events in war and peace, within nations and across frontiers, shapes the individual mind as well as the collective consciousness. Seamus Heaney shows how literary art can reflect and also affect the conflicts within an individual artist’s homeland, and his words track the impulsion of a writer’s conscience towards the public domain.


This is therefore a book of many voices, one whose themes extend from the postwar era of reconstruction to the resurgence of a politicized Islam in the early 21st century. Many of these orators have been drawn to the question of national identity. Ben-Gurion in Israel, Nehru in India, Nyerere in Tanzania, and de Valera in Ireland: all were state-builders working in a culture whose origins were ancient. Thatcher’s Britain and de Gaulle’s France, by contrast, exemplify countries whose strong sense of a national culture was closely related to a long history of organized government. American political oratory, however, owes much of its zest to the feeling that the US is a civilization in the making rather than one whose history is behind it. Pierre Trudeau sought to ground Canadian national sentiment in a new constitution which respected diversity while also aspiring towards unity. Kevin Rudd’s apology to Australia’s indigenous peoples goes beyond introspection and invites a country to embark on a new phase of self-discovery. In all these instances, whether the nation-state was old or newer, oratory could pluck at the heart strings as well as appeal to the intellect when speaking of the roots of identity.


Nonetheless, the period which started in 1945, as Richard von Weizsäcker points out, records both victory and defeat for the notion of national self-determination. Western European nations were liberated from occupation, just as central and eastern European countries were to regain their freedom after 1989. But the past two generations have also recorded a rapid growth in the number of international organizations, such as the European Union, the United Nations, the Organization of African Unity, and the World Trade Organization. Their competence has often been tested and their authority criticized, but their existence is testimony to an ever-widening dimension in ethics, politics and economics. International issues involving human rights, disarmament, globalized capitalism and terrorism have given a new range to the oratory of those who seek to change the world by influencing our opinions. Anita Roddick’s anger at multi-national companies, Tony Blair’s aspiration to a renewed world order, and Nelson Mandela’s message of multi-racial tolerance all touch on these wider themes which transcend the narrower lives of nations.


By the end of our period few public figures buttressed their speeches with quotations from the ancients, as Harold Macmillan liked to do. Attention was now gained by pithier means. But the elements that go to make a great speech hardly change at all, as the history of rhetoric shows. It was first formalized as a subject in classical Rome during the first centuries BC and AD, and from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance a study of rhetoric was basic to the educational curriculum. Rote-learning led to an emphasis on mere technique, and ‘rhetorical’ acquired its pejorative modern meaning. Nowadays, we like our speakers to show authenticity rather than just follow the rules about how to vary pitch and tone. But without such skills a speaker can lose an audience and, thereby, the argument. The appeal to mind and heart through the order of thought and the clarification of feeling is the basis of great oratory. One person stands alone before the many, experiences the anticipation, and starts to speak. This is the grand continuity, and these are the voices that mattered in our time.


Hywel Williams, 2008





Éamon de Valera



(1882–1975)


‘It is, indeed, hard for the strong to be just to the weak’


IRELAND’S PRIME MINISTER EXPLAINS HIS GOVERNMENT’S POLICY OF NEUTRALITY; ADDRESS ON RADIO ÉIREANN, 16 MAY 1945





Winston Churchill’s attack on the Irish government’s neutrality during the Second World War formed part of a speech marking ‘Victory in Europe’ and had been broadcast across the world. In it he contrasted ‘the action of Mr de Valera’ with the ‘instinct of thousands of Southern Irishmen who hastened to the battle-front to prove their ancient valour’. Irish neutrality, he maintained, had exposed Britain to additional danger during the Battle of the Atlantic, when German U-boats attacked the convoys travelling from North America to the UK. The inability to use Irish ports or to benefit from their refuelling facilities had reduced the range and effectiveness of British ships escorting the transatlantic convoys: ‘if it had not been for the loyalty and friendship of Northern Ireland, we would have been forced to come to close quarters with Mr de Valera or perish forever from the earth.’


The ports in question were the deep-water bases at Cobh (Queenstown) and Berehaven on Ireland’s southern coast, and Lough Swilly in the north-west. Known previously as the ‘Treaty Ports’, they had been retained as sovereign bases by the UK government following Ireland’s 1922 partition and the creation of the Irish Free State. Neville Chamberlain returned the bases to Ireland in 1938, a move Churchill regarded as characteristically short-sighted, but which the Irish government regarded as vital to protect its neutrality in the event of war. Britain’s exclusion from the two southern port facilities was especially significant since they were some 200 miles (320 km) further out into the Atlantic than any other naval bases available to its forces. Losses in this theatre of war were especially heavy for the British, with 245 vessels sunk by German U-boats between July and October 1940. Britain’s occupation of Iceland in the same year, however, provided the Allies with additional bases for their Atlantic operations.


De Valera’s dignified response is no less powerful for being so subtle. He hints that Britain’s espousal of the rights of smaller nations is hypocritical, and Churchill is treated with a delicate irony. The imaginative shift portraying a German-occupied England, and the anticipated English reaction to being partitioned, is exquisitely done. As de Valera concedes, his reaction would have been less poised in earlier years, and the speech expresses a veiled regret at his own role in shedding blood. He had dissociated himself from the Anglo-Irish Treaty agreed in 1921 largely because it granted Ireland dominion status within the British Commonwealth, rather than full independence as a republic. The arrangements concerning the Treaty Ports formed part of a constitutional settlement which, for de Valera, limited Ireland’s ability to pursue an independent foreign policy. As Colonial Secretary in 1921–2, Churchill had been one of the treaty’s chief negotiators, so the issue he had now chosen to disinter was one with which he was very familiar.





Certain newspapers have been very persistent in looking for my answer to Mr Churchill’s recent broadcast. I know the kind of answer I am expected to make …


I know the reply I would have given a quarter of a century ago. But I have deliberately decided that that is not the reply I shall make tonight. I shall strive not to be guilty of adding any fuel to the flames of hatred or passion which, if continued to be fed, promise to burn up whatever is left by the war of decent human feeling in Europe.


Allowances can be made for Mr Churchill’s statement, however unworthy, in the first flush of his victory. No such excuse could be found for me in this quieter atmosphere. There are, however, some things which it is my duty to say …


Mr Churchill makes it clear that, in certain circumstances, he would have violated our neutrality and that he would justify his actions by Britain’s necessity. It seems strange to me that Mr Churchill does not see that this, if accepted, would mean that Britain’s necessity would become a moral code and that when this necessity became sufficiently great, other people’s rights were not to count.


It is quite true that other great powers believe in this same code – in their own regard – and have behaved in accordance with it. That is precisely why we have the disastrous succession of wars – World War no. 1 and World War no. 2 – and shall it be World War no. 3?


Surely Mr Churchill must see that, if his contention be admitted in our regard, a like justification can be framed for similar acts of aggression elsewhere and no small nation adjoining a great power could ever hope to be permitted to go its own way in peace.


It is, indeed, fortunate that Britain’s necessity did not reach the point when Mr Churchill would have acted. All credit to him that he successfully resisted the temptation … It is, indeed, hard for the strong to be just to the weak, but acting justly always has its rewards.


By resisting his temptation in this instance, Mr Churchill, instead of adding another horrid chapter to the already bloodstained record of the relations between England and this country, has advanced the cause of international morality …


That Mr Churchill should be irritated when our neutrality stood in the way of what he thought he vitally needed, I understand, but that he or any thinking person in Britain or elsewhere should fail to see the reason for our neutrality, I find it hard to conceive.


I would like to put a hypothetical question … Suppose Germany had won the war, had invaded and occupied England, and that after a long lapse of time and many bitter struggles she was finally brought to acquiesce in admitting England’s right to freedom, and let England go, but not the whole of England, all but, let us say, the six southern counties.


These six southern counties, those, let us suppose, commanding the entrance to the narrow seas, Germany had singled out and insisted on holding herself with a view to weakening England as a whole and maintaining the security of her own communications through the Straits of Dover.


Let us suppose, further, that after all this had happened Germany was engaged in a great war in which she could show that she was on the side of the freedom of a number of small nations. Would Mr Churchill as an Englishman who believed that his own nation had as good a right to freedom as any other – not freedom for a part merely, but freedom for the whole – would he, whilst Germany still maintained the partition of his country and occupied six counties of it, would he lead this partitioned England to join with Germany in a crusade? I do not think Mr Churchill would.


Would he think the people of partitioned England an object of shame if they stood neutral in such circumstances? I do not think Mr Churchill would.


Mr Churchill is proud of Britain’s stand alone, after France had fallen and before America entered the war. Could he not find in his heart the generosity to acknowledge that there is a small nation that stood alone, not for one year or two, but for several hundred years against aggression; that endured spoliations, famines, massacres in endless succession; that was clubbed many times into insensibility, but that each time on returning to consciousness, took up the fight anew; a small nation that could never be got to accept defeat and has never surrendered her soul?


Mr Churchill is justly proud of his nation’s perseverance against heavy odds. But we in this island are still prouder of our people’s perseverance for freedom through all the centuries. We of our time have played our part in that perseverance, and we have pledged ourselves to the dead generations who have preserved intact for us this glorious heritage, that we too will strive to be faithful to the end, and pass on this tradition unblemished.


Many a time in the past there appeared little hope except that hope to which Mr Churchill referred, that by standing fast a time would come when, to quote his own words, ‘the tyrant would make some ghastly mistake which would alter the whole balance of the struggle.’


I sincerely trust, however, that it is not thus our ultimate unity and freedom will be achieved, though as a younger man I confess I prayed even for that …


In latter years I have had a vision of a nobler and better ending, better for both our peoples and for the future of mankind. For that I have now been long working. I regret that it is not to this nobler purpose that Mr Churchill is lending his hand rather than by the abuse of a people who have done him no wrong, trying to find in a crisis like the present excuse for continuing the injustice of the mutilation of our country …





Winston Churchill



(1874–1965)


‘An iron curtain has descended across the Continent’


BRITAIN’S WARTIME PRIME MINISTER WARNS OF THE DANGERS OF A DIVIDED EUROPE; LECTURE AT WESTMINSTER COLLEGE, FULTON, MISSOURI, 5 MARCH 1946





At the time of delivering this speech, Britain’s wartime prime minister, Winston Churchill, was serving as leader of the opposition following the Conservative Party’s defeat in the 1945 general election. The sonorous phraseology and broad historical sweep which had typified Churchill’s wartime oratory remained undimmed and his speech marked the effective beginning of the Cold War. Broadcast by newsreel across the English-speaking world, the delivery of these words crystallized the significance of what was happening in Europe. The continent’s division into two armed camps whose ethical and political values were fundamentally opposed to each other is described graphically, and the phrase ‘iron curtain’, here introduced for the first time, entered into common currency as a result. The man who had warned his country against appeasement of fascism in the 1930s was now resuming his role as prophet. Churchill is describing not just the reality of communist power in Europe but also the range of its totalitarian ambitions and the effectiveness of its subversive methods. The vision is a global one and the need to enrol the United States in what would be an Asian as well as a European struggle explains why Churchill deemed the American Midwest a good place in which to sound this particular trumpet.


Evocation of threat, however, is not the speech’s sole keynote. Political imaginativeness, audacious planning and generosity of spirit are also present. Churchill the social progressive advocates welfare and government action to protect individuals and families from need and starvation. Democracy, he recognizes, has to prove its superiority to communism in this regard. Success in this area was needed to strengthen what Churchill called ‘the sinews of peace’ and to consolidate thereby the wider political freedoms enjoyed in the democratic West.


In 1946 Churchill was still clinging to his ardent belief in the British empire, despite the obviousness of its imminent dissolution. Formed in the high noon of his country’s late Victorian imperialism, he found it inconceivable that Britain should be anything other than an independent power. But his political education as an imperial statesman also meant that he thought naturally in terms that went beyond the confines of the nation state. It was this experience that equipped him to describe so imaginatively the immediate need of the postwar world: supranational institutions which transcended narrowly exclusive definitions of sovereignty and citizenship. After the fall of France in May 1940 he had proposed a joint Franco-British citizenship, and this speech’s contemplation of British–American citizenship was similarly audacious. Speaking in Zurich in September 1946, Churchill would advocate ‘a kind of United States of Europe’, an entity that he thought should exist alongside the British empire and the Commonwealth. Security needs, as described in Fulton, Missouri, dictated large power blocs as a counterpoise to the USSR, and the idea of a balance of power exercised between a number of independent states was deemed obsolete and dangerous. At the beginning of his eighth decade Winston Churchill remained both a visionary and a realist.





The United States stands at this time at the pinnacle of world power. It is a solemn moment for the American democracy. For with primacy in power is also joined an awe-inspiring accountability to the future … Opportunity is here now, clear and shining for both our countries … It is necessary that constancy of mind, persistency of purpose, and the grand simplicity of decision shall guide and rule the conduct of the English-speaking peoples in peace as they did in war …


What then is the overall strategic concept which we should inscribe today? It is nothing less than the safety and welfare, the freedom and progress, of all the homes and families of all the men and women in all the lands … To give security to these countless homes, they must be shielded from the two giant marauders, war and tyranny … The awful ruin of Europe, with all its vanished glories, and of large parts of Asia, glares us in the eyes …


When I stand here this quiet afternoon I shudder to visualize what is actually happening to millions now and what is going to happen in this period when famine stalks the earth …


The United Nations Organization must immediately begin to be equipped with an international armed force … I propose that each of the Powers and States should be invited to delegate a certain number of air squadrons to the service of the world organization. These squadrons would be trained and prepared in their own countries, but would move around in rotation from one country to another … They would not be required to act against their own nation, but in other respects they would be directed by the world organization …


We cannot be blind to the fact that the liberties enjoyed by individual citizens throughout the British Empire are not valid in a considerable number of countries … In these states … power is exercised without restraint, either by dictators or by compact oligarchies operating through a privileged party and a political police …


Neither the sure prevention of war, nor the continuous rise of world organization, will be gained without … the fraternal association of the English-speaking peoples. This means a special relationship between the British Commonwealth and Empire and the United States. Fraternal association requires … the continuance of the intimate relationship between our military advisers, leading to common study of potential dangers, the similarity of weapons and manuals of instruction, and to the interchange of officers and cadets at technical colleges. The United States has already a Permanent Defence Agreement with the Dominion of Canada … This principle should be extended to all British Commonwealths with full reciprocity … Eventually there may come – I feel eventually there will come – the principle of common citizenship …


A shadow has fallen upon the scenes so lately lighted by the Allied victory … From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across the Continent. Behind that line lie all the capitals of the ancient states of Central and Eastern Europe. Warsaw, Berlin, Prague, Vienna, Budapest, Belgrade, Bucharest and Sofia, all these famous cities and the populations around them lie in what I must call the Soviet sphere, and all are subject in one form or another, not only to Soviet influence but to a very high and, in many cases, increasing measure of control from Moscow. An attempt is being made by the Russians in Berlin to build up a quasi-Communist Party in their zone of Occupied Germany by showing special favours to groups of left-wing German leaders. This is certainly not the Liberated Europe we fought to build up. Nor is it one which contains the essentials of permanent peace.


The safety of the world requires a new unity in Europe, from which no nation should be permanently outcast. It is from the quarrels of the strong parent races in Europe that the world wars we have witnessed, or which occurred in former times, have sprung. Surely we should work with conscious purpose for a grand pacification of Europe.


In front of the iron curtain which lies across Europe are other causes of anxiety. In a great number of countries … communist fifth columns are established and work in complete unity and absolute obedience to the decisions they receive from the communist centre.


I do not believe that Soviet Russia desires war. What they desire is the fruits of war and the indefinite expansion of their power and doctrines. From what I have seen of our Russian friends and Allies during the war, I am convinced that there is nothing they admire so much as strength, and there is nothing for which they have less respect than weakness, especially military weakness. For that reason the old doctrine of the balance of power is unsound. We cannot afford … to work on narrow margins, offering temptations to a trial of strength. If the Western Democracies stand together in strict adherence to the principles of the United Nations Charter, their influence for furthering those principles will be immense … If however they become divided … and if these all-important years are allowed to slip away then indeed catastrophe may overwhelm us all.


Let no man underrate the abiding power of the British Empire and Commonwealth. Because you see the 46 millions in our island harassed about their food supply … or because we have difficulty in restarting our industry and export trade … do not suppose that we shall not come through these dark years of privation as we have come through the glorious years of agony, or that half a century from now, you will not see 70 or 80 millions of Britons … united in defence of our traditions, our way of life, and of the world causes which you and we espouse. If we adhere faithfully to the Charter of the United Nations and walk forward in sedate and sober strength … if all British moral and material forces and convictions are joined with your own in fraternal association, the high-roads of the future will be clear, not only for us but for all, not only for our time, but for a century to come.





George Marshall



(1880–1959)


‘Our policy is directed not against any country or doctrine but against hunger, poverty, desperation and chaos’


THE US SECRETARY OF STATE OUTLINES THE EUROPEAN RECOVERY PROGRAMME; SPEECH DELIVERED AT HARVARD UNIVERSITY, 5 JUNE 1947





The Marshall Plan was the brain-child of the US State Department. Dean Acheson, then under-secretary of state, was a major influence on the policy, as were two officials, Charles Bohlen, who wrote Marshall’s speech, and George Kennan. During the four years of its operation until 1952 a total of 13 billion dollars’ worth of economic aid and technical assistance was made available by the US to the participating countries: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, France, West Germany, the UK, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland and Turkey. The USSR and its satellite states in Central and Eastern Europe refused to participate, seeing the programme as an American ruse to exert control over their internal affairs. Western Europe’s economic integration, however, was advanced by the Plan’s removal of national tariff barriers, and the Organization for European Economic Cooperation, the institution devised to allocate the aid money, influenced the thinking of Europe’s political integrationists.


North-western Europe’s harsh winter in 1946–7 aggravated an already acute situation. Roads, railways and bridges, as well as most urban centres, had suffered aerial bombardment. Damage to infrastructure meant that smaller towns were isolated, and Eastern Europe’s food surpluses were trapped behind the Iron Curtain. Germany’s industrial base in coal and steel, vital for the entire European economy, was wrecked, and the Allies had imposed postwar restrictions on West Germany’s heavy industrial capacity. Some of these constraints would be lifted, but the dismantling of German manufacturing businesses, including steel plants, would continue into the late 1940s.


With the US now alert to French and Italian communist threats, the Plan formed part of the State Department’s newly embraced doctrine of ‘containment’, a policy which tried to stop the spread of Soviet influence to non-communist countries. Greece and Turkey, both exposed to communist aggression, were already receiving US economic and military assistance under the terms of the so-called Truman Doctrine, announced by President Harry S. Truman on 12 March 1947.


The aid money was mostly used to buy US goods, especially food, fuel and materiel for infrastructure development. This met a real American need for export-led demand. Geared to a war economy from 1942 to 1945, American factories had produced the fastest economic growth in US history. Peacetime required new markets and the Plan boosted postwar American consumerism.


By the early 1950s, the aggregate Gross National Product of countries participating in the Plan had risen by more than 30 per cent compared to pre-war levels; industrial production by 40 per cent. West Germany took longer to recover, and sceptics of the Marshall Plan adduced the country’s reduction in economic regulations as the reason for its eventual phenomenal success.


The Plan’s example encouraged the growth of an entire aid industry from the 1950s onwards. International organizations administering aid would also attract criticism of waste and corruption. But the principle outlined by Marshall in his speech had by then entered into the mainstream thinking of Western leaders: ‘hunger, poverty, desperation and chaos’ required the intervention of the powerful and prosperous.





I need not tell you, gentlemen, that the world situation is very serious. I think one difficulty is that the problem is one of such enormous complexity that the very mass of facts presented to the public by press and radio make it exceedingly difficult for the man in the street to reach a clear appraisement of the situation.


Furthermore, the people of this country are distant from the troubled areas of the earth and it is hard for them to comprehend the plight and consequent reactions of the long-suffering peoples, and the effect of those reactions on their governments in connection with our efforts to promote peace in the world.


In considering the requirements for the rehabilitation of Europe, the physical loss of life, the visible destruction of cities, factories, mines and railroads was correctly estimated. But it has become obvious during recent months that this visible destruction was probably less serious than the dislocation of the entire fabric of the European economy. Machinery has fallen into disrepair or is entirely obsolete. Under the arbitrary and destructive Nazi rule, virtually every possible enterprise was geared into the German war machine. Long-standing commercial ties, private institutions, banks, insurance companies and shipping companies disappeared, through loss of capital, absorption through nationalization or by simple destruction. In many countries, confidence in the local currency has been severely shaken. The rehabilitation of the economic structure of Europe quite evidently will require a much longer time and greater effort than had been foreseen.


There is a phase of this matter which is both interesting and serious. The farmer has always produced the foodstuffs to exchange with the city dweller for the other necessities of life. This division of labour is the basis of modern civilization. At the present time it is threatened with breakdown.


The town and city industries are not producing adequate goods to exchange with the food-producing farmer. Raw materials and fuel are in short supply. Machinery is lacking or worn out. The farmer or the peasant cannot find the goods for sale which he desires to purchase. So the sale of his farm produce for money which he cannot use seems to him an unprofitable transaction. He, therefore, has withdrawn many fields from crop cultivation and is using them for grazing. He feeds more grain to stock and finds for himself and his family an ample supply of food, however short he may be on clothing and the other ordinary gadgets of civilization.


Meanwhile, people in the cities are short of food and fuel. So the governments are forced to use their foreign money and credits to procure these necessities abroad. This process exhausts funds which are urgently needed for reconstruction. Thus a very serious situation is rapidly developing which bodes no good for the world. The modern system of the division of labour upon which the exchange of products is based is in danger of breaking down.


The truth of the matter is that Europe’s requirements for the next three or four years of foreign food and other essential products – principally from America – are so much greater than her present ability to pay that she must have additional help or face economic, social and political deterioration of a very grave character.


The remedy lies in breaking the vicious circle and restoring the confidence of the European people in the economic future of their own countries and of Europe as a whole. The manufacturer and the farmer … must be able and willing to exchange their products for currencies the continuing value of which is not open to question.


Aside from the demoralizing effect on the world at large and the possibilities of disturbances arising as a result of the desperation of the people concerned, the consequences to the economy of the United States should be apparent to all. It is logical that the United States should do whatever it is able to do to assist in the return of normal economic health in the world, without which there can be no political stability and no assured peace.
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