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To the hardworking White House staff
 with whom I served,
 for their commitment and loyalty
 every step of the way.



























I see history as a book with many pages, and each day we fill a page with acts of hopefulness and meaning. The new breeze blows, a page turns, the story unfolds. And so, today a chapter begins, a small and stately story of unity, diversity, and generosity—shared, and written, together.




—Inaugural Address
 January 20, 1989
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EDITOR’S NOTE










In the interest of fitting as many speeches as possible into this volume, the editors have deleted the opening acknowledgments from most of the selections. In these acknowledgments, local dignitaries and specific audience members are recognized. Other than shortening those sections of the speeches and correcting occasional transcription errors, no further editing was done to the text.




If you would like to read the entire text of all of President Bush’s speeches, you can view them online at the George Bush Presidential Library and Museum website, at http://bushlibrary.tamu.edu. The entire collection of his speeches can be found there, in the “Public Papers” listed under the “Archives” link.


























SPEAKING OF FREEDOM





























INTRODUCTION










Two decades ago, the world was in the midst of a historic transformation. The years between 1989 and 1991 saw remarkable change all over the world—from the crumbling of the Berlin Wall in Europe, to the collapse of communism in the former Soviet Union, to the rebirth of democracy all across South America, and the first test of a new determination to repel aggression in the Persian Gulf. It was a remarkable time in the history of freedom. None of us alive today is likely to see such dramatic events again, ever.




All over the world, ordinary people were caught up in extraordinary times: the welder, Lech Walesa, who led the shipyard workers of Poland to Solidarity; the playwright, Václav Havel, who was released from jail and became President of Czechoslovakia; the son of a peasant farmer, Mikhail Gorbachev, who presided over the peaceful dismantling of the Soviet Union. Through it all, many of the sons and daughters of the American heartland wore the uniform of the American soldier, sailor, airman, or Marine, and made their contributions as they always have throughout our nation’s history. Whether they were in the sands of the Middle East, or the streets of Panama, or the Horn of Africa—we owe a debt of gratitude to every one of them for their selfless courage.




Here at home, we were all working for the same thing: a new engagement with the world, a new vision of freedom in the world—not so much “freedom from” as “freedom to.” We sought to motivate Americans to become a part of something bigger than themselves. As I said in the 1991 State of the Union address, “If you’ve got a nail, find a hammer. If you know how to read, find someone who can’t.” From town halls and schools and churches all over the United States, citizens responded in great numbers. As a result, there wasn’t a problem in our nation that wasn’t being solved somewhere, by someone with the determination to solve it—and those people became what we named the “Points of Light.” They were doing “the hard work of freedom,” and they began a grassroots movement toward community service that continues today.




In all truthfulness, this book began as an attempt to capture a time in history before it faded too quickly from memory. I’m not getting any younger, and neither are the very talented people who were at my side during the administration. It was time to take a moment and look back with the help of some of the folks who were with us and, together, make these memories come to life.




I wanted to pull together a collection of speeches that would not only reflect the politics of the time and the incredible world events, but also give the reader a sense of what it was like to be president during those years. And so our collection includes a few “slices of life”—speeches which capture a moment in time, such as the dedication of the National Cathedral after eighty-three years of construction; remarks in the midst of the Los Angeles riots after the verdict in the Rodney King trial; a ceremony honoring Joe DiMaggio and Ted Williams, two of my baseball heroes who are now gone; a typical but not-so-typical Rose Garden ceremony; even a night of comedy at the Gridiron Club dinner.




But the vast majority of these speeches deal with the remarkable march to freedom that people all over the globe embarked upon during those years. I consider myself very fortunate to have had the privilege of serving as President of the United States during the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union. And I was even luckier to have been surrounded by such a great team at the White House, the NSC, and at the State Department and other Cabinet agencies. Our speechwriters and our foreign policy experts worked very closely together—to their great credit—and many of these speeches are the fruits of their collaboration.




Although now in hindsight it seems that the end results were almost preordained, at the time no one knew what would happen next. Nothing was “inevitable” at all. We learned quickly that words mattered. What we said and did—or chose not to say and do—could have meant the difference between success and failure in the Persian Gulf, in the Soviet Union, and in Eastern Europe. For example, some in Congress and the media thought I should have gone to Berlin and “danced on the wall” after it came down. They wanted to have some sort of celebration to mark the triumph of democracy. I understood that feeling, but I had to take a longer view. We were very concerned about some of the anti-Gorbachev elements in the Soviet Union, and that they might use our gloating against him. Better to let the facts speak for themselves. If we’d gone after the quick public relations move—if we’d played our cards differently—there could have been a very different ending to the story that began in 1989.




I remember the first time my speechwriters and I met, early on in our administration. It was in the morning, and we all sat around the conference table in the Roosevelt Room, across the hall from the Oval Office. We talked about the speechwriting process, the way things were going to run, and the kinds of things we all wanted in the speeches. They asked me who my favorite presidents were (Ronald Reagan, Teddy Roosevelt, and Dwight Eisenhower, to name just a few); about people I like to quote (Yogi Berra and Mark Twain, for example) and don’t like to quote (with a wry smile, I replied: Karl Marx, Adolf Hitler, and Dr. Jack Kevorkian).




As the years went on, we worked together very well. I remember sitting with two of the speechwriters who’d worked on the Pearl Harbor speeches, late at night after everyone else had left, feet up on the desk and eating popcorn, talking about what it was like serving in World War II. Another time, one of the writers camped outside the door of the Oval Office at a small desk while we worked on a Persian Gulf address all day long. Many times we worked on last-minute revisions together aboard Air Force One, taxiing down the tarmac to an arrival ceremony. And who can forget our practice sessions for those dreaded Washington events—where the president was expected to perform some sort of amateur stand-up comic routine—and where I found myself asking too many times: “Do you really think this is funny? I mean, do you personally find this stuff funny?” They did think it was funny, and they were right. Well, usually.




On that day back in 1989, the most important thing I told the speechwriters was, “Listen, I’m no Ronald Reagan.” I was not the Great Communicator. Many times we had to rein in the rhetoric; often words meant to evoke emotion in the audience evoked even more emotion in me. I told them that if they wrote a speech that was a “ten,” they’d better cut it back to an “eight” for me. But I’d like to think that, given the historic times and the unprecedented events that unfolded on my watch, I did all right. I tried my best under extraordinary circumstances. We all did.




We tried to set a tone that brought people out of themselves, out of their circumstances, to come together to serve others and build a better life for all—whether in the United States or around the world. Yes, that means freedom from tyranny, oppression, and injustice. But it also means freedom to pursue a life of meaning and adventure, to find the dignity and goodness in every person, and to be a part of something bigger than ourselves. And that’s true whether you live in South Central Los Angeles or work in the shipyards of Poland…or even in the White House.




That’s what I mean when I am speaking of freedom.




George H. W. Bush
 Houston, Texas
 Fall 2008




























Remarks Accepting the Nomination for the Presidency at the Republican National Convention




The Superdome, New Orleans, Louisiana August 18, 1988








“This is America…a brilliant diversity spread like stars, like a thousand points of light in a broad and peaceful sky.”













The road to the Republican nomination in 1988 was anything but easy. It began with a rough start, when I came in third in the Iowa caucuses, behind Senator Bob Dole and televangelist Pat Robertson. But after a good finish in New Hampshire and a respectable showing in the first-ever Super Tuesday primaries, I arrived with enough delegates at the Superdome in New Orleans to win the nomination.




On the Democratic side, the contest that began with a crowd of contenders—everybody from bow-tie-wearing Senator Paul Simon to Senator Gary Hart to the Rev. Jesse Jackson—ended with Massachusetts Governor Michael Dukakis as nominee. Dukakis gave a great speech at the Democratic Convention in Atlanta, and came out of the convention seventeen points ahead of me. Our work was cut out for us.




Along with a great campaign team, I worked hard on my acceptance speech—harder than on any speech I had ever given before. It might have been the first time that many people ever saw me; others would be making up their minds that night. I wanted to talk about my years in Texas and my family; about the policy differences between Michael Dukakis and myself; and about where our nation was headed in this election. (“When you have to change horses in midstream, doesn’t it make sense to switch to the one who’s going the same way?”) I also wrote down a list of words that had special meaning for me: family, kindness, caring, tolerance, decency, heart, healing. It was out of these ideas that the phrase “I want a kinder, gentler America” came.




But most of all, I wanted Americans to understand my philosophy: that the individual stands at the center of it all, radiating out to the family, the neighborhood, the community, and the nation. For really, if there’s one thing I learned in all my travels over the years, it’s that we are a nation of communities and organizations, each unique and serving others in its own way—like a thousand points of light in the night sky. I wanted to talk about prosperity with a purpose, about the power of each and every American to reach out and lift others up, so that the American Dream can come alive for every American. We have an obligation to lead in the world, and to help others seeking a life of freedom. To me, those ideas were the meat of the speech. And they were why I wanted to be president.




 




I have many friends to thank tonight. I thank the voters who supported me. I thank the gallant men who entered the contest for the presidency this year, and who have honored me with their support. And, for their kind and stirring words, I thank Governor Tom Kean of New Jersey, Senator Phil Gramm of Texas, President Gerald Ford, and my friend President Ronald Reagan.




I accept your nomination for president. I mean to run hard, to fight hard, to stand on the issues—and I mean to win.




There are a lot of great stories in politics about the underdog winning—and this is going to be one of them.




And we’re going to win, with the help of Senator Dan Quayle of Indiana—a young leader who has become a forceful voice in preparing America’s workers for the labor force of the future. Born in the middle of the century, in the middle of America, and holding the promise of the future—I’m proud to have Dan Quayle at my side.




Many of you have asked, “When will this campaign really begin?” I have come to this hall to tell you, and to tell America: tonight is the night.




For seven and a half years I have helped a president conduct the most difficult job on Earth. Ronald Reagan asked for, and received, my candor. He never asked for, but he did receive, my loyalty. Those of you who saw the president’s speech this week, and listened to the simple truth of his words, will understand my loyalty all these years.




But now you must see me for what I am: the Republican candidate for President of the United States. And now I turn to the American people to share my hopes and intentions, and why—and where—I wish to lead.




And so tonight is for big things. But I’ll try to be fair to the other side. I’ll try to hold my charisma in check. I reject the temptation to engage in personal references. My approach this evening is, as Sergeant Joe Friday used to say, “Just the facts, ma’am.”




After all, the facts are on our side.




I seek the presidency for a single purpose, a purpose that has motivated millions of Americans across the years and the ocean voyages. I seek the presidency to build a better America. It is that simple—and that big.




I am a man who sees life in terms of missions—missions defined and missions completed. When I was a torpedo bomber pilot they defined the mission for us. Before we took off we all understood that no matter what, you try to reach the target. There have been other missions for me—Congress, China, the CIA. But I am here tonight—and I am your candidate—because the most important work of my life is to complete the mission we started in 1980. How do we complete it? We build it.




The stakes are high this year and the choice is crucial, for the differences between the two candidates are as deep and wide as they have ever been in our long history.




Not only two very different men, but two very different ideas of the future will be voted on this election day.




What it all comes down to is this: my opponent’s view of the world sees a long, slow decline for our country, an inevitable fall mandated by impersonal historical forces.




But America is not in decline. America is a rising nation.




He sees America as another pleasant country on the UN roll call, somewhere between Albania and Zimbabwe. I see America as the leader—a unique nation with a special role in the world. We saved Europe, cured polio, went to the moon, and lit the world with our culture. Now we are on the verge of a new century, and what country’s name will it bear? I say it will be another American century.




Our work is not done. Our force is not spent.




There are those who say there isn’t much of a difference this year. But, America, don’t let ’em fool ya.




Two parties this year ask for your support. Both will speak of growth and peace. But only one has proved it can deliver. Two parties this year ask for your trust, but only one has earned it.




Eight years ago I stood here with Ronald Reagan and we promised, together, to break with the past and return America to her greatness. Eight years later look at what the American people have produced: the highest level of economic growth in our entire history—and the lowest level of world tensions in more than fifty years.




Some say this isn’t an election about ideology—it’s an election about competence. Well, it’s nice of them to want to play on our field. But this election isn’t only about competence, for competence is a narrow ideal. Competence makes the trains run on time, but doesn’t know where they’re going. Competence is the creed of the technocrat who makes the gears mesh, but doesn’t for a second understand the magic of the machine.




The truth is, this election is about the beliefs we share, the values we honor, the principles we hold dear.




But since someone brought up competence…




Consider the size of our triumph: a record-high percentage of Americans with jobs, a record-high rate of new businesses, a record-high rate of real personal income.




These are the facts. And one way you know our opponents know the facts is that to attack the record they have to misrepresent it. They call it a Swiss cheese economy. Well, that’s the way it may look to the three blind mice. But when they were in charge, it was all holes and no cheese.




Inflation was 12 percent when we came in. We got it down to 4. Interest rates were more than 21 percent. We cut them in half. Unemployment was up and climbing; now it’s the lowest in fourteen years.




My friends, eight years ago this economy was flat on its back—intensive care. We came in and gave it emergency treatment: got the temperature down by lowering regulation, got the blood pressure down when we lowered taxes. Pretty soon the patient was up, back on his feet, and stronger than ever.




And now who do we hear knocking on the door but the doctors who made him sick. And they’re telling us to put them in charge of the case again. My friends, they’re lucky we don’t hit them with a malpractice suit.




We’ve created seventeen million new jobs in the last five years—more than twice as many as Europe and Japan combined. And they’re good jobs. The majority of them created in the past six years paid an average of more than $22,000 a year. Someone had better take a “message to Michael”—tell him we’ve been creating good jobs at good wages. The fact is, they talk—we deliver. They promise—we perform.




There are millions of young Americans in their twenties who barely remember the days of gas lines and unemployment lines. Now they’re marrying and starting careers. To those young people I say, “You have the opportunity you deserve—and I’m not going to let them take it away from you.”




There are millions of older Americans who were brutalized by inflation. We arrested it—and we’re not going to let it out on furlough. We’re going to keep the Social Security Trust Fund sound, and out of reach of the big spenders. To America’s elderly I say, “Once again you have the security that is your right—and I’m not going to let them take it away from you.”




I know the liberal Democrats are worried about the economy. They’re worried it’s going to remain strong. And they’re right—it is. With the right leadership.




But let’s be frank. Things aren’t perfect in this country. There are people who haven’t tasted the fruits of the expansion. I’ve talked to farmers about the bills they can’t pay. I’ve been to the factories that feel the strain of change. I’ve seen the urban children who play amidst the shattered glass and shattered lives. And there are the homeless. And, you know, it doesn’t do any good to debate endlessly which policy mistake of the 1970s is responsible. They’re there. We have to help them.




But what we must remember if we are going to be responsible—and compassionate—is that economic growth is the key to our endeavors.




I want growth that stays, that broadens, and that touches, finally, all Americans, from the hollows of Kentucky to the sunlit streets of Denver, from the suburbs of Chicago to the broad avenues of New York, from the oil fields of Oklahoma to the farms of the Great Plains.




Can we do it? Of course we can. We know how. We’ve done it. If we continue to grow at our current rate, we will be able to produce thirty million jobs in the next eight years. We will do it—by maintaining our commitment to free and fair trade, by keeping government spending down, and by keeping taxes down.




Our economic life is not the only test of our success. One issue overwhelms all the others, and that is the issue of peace.




Look at the world on this bright August night. The spirit of democracy is sweeping the Pacific Rim. China feels the winds of change. New democracies assert themselves in South America. One by one the unfree places fall, not to the force of arms but to the force of an idea: freedom works.




We have a new relationship with the Soviet Union. The INF Treaty…the beginning of the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan…the beginning of the end of the Soviet proxy war in Angola…and with it, the independence of Namibia. Iran and Iraq move toward peace.




It is a watershed.




It is no accident.




It happened when we acted on the ancient knowledge that strength and clarity lead to peace. Weakness and ambivalence lead to war. Weakness tempts aggressors. Strength stops them. I will not allow this country to be made weak again.




The tremors in the Soviet world continue. The hard earth there has not yet settled. Perhaps what is happening will change our world forever. Perhaps not. A prudent skepticism is in order. And so is hope. Either way, we’re in an unprecedented position to change the nature of our relationship. Not by preemptive concession—but by keeping our strength. Not by yielding up defense systems with nothing won in return—but by hard, cool engagement in the tug and pull of diplomacy.




My life has been lived in the shadow of war. I almost lost my life in one.




I hate war.




I love peace. We have peace.




And I am not going to let anyone take it away from us.




Our economy is strong but not invulnerable, and the peace is broad but can be broken. And now we must decide. We will surely have change this year, but will it be change that moves us forward? Or change that risks retreat?




In 1940, when I was barely more than a boy, Franklin Roosevelt said we shouldn’t change horses in midstream.




My friends, these days the world moves even more quickly, and now, after two great terms, a switch will be made. But when you have to change horses in midstream, doesn’t it make sense to switch to the one who’s going the same way?




An election that is about ideas and values is also about philosophy. And I have one.




At the bright center is the individual. And radiating out from him or her is the family, the essential unit of closeness and of love. For it is the family that communicates to our children—to the twenty-first century—our culture, our religious faith, our traditions and history.




From the individual to the family to the community, and on out to the town, to the church and school, and, still echoing out, to the county, the state, the nation—each doing only what it does well, and no more. And I believe that power must always be kept close to the individual—close to the hands that raise the family and run the home.




I am guided by certain traditions. One is that there is a God and He is good, and His love, while free, has a self-imposed cost: we must be good to one another.




I believe in another tradition that is, by now, embedded in the national soul. It is that learning is good in and of itself. The mothers of the Jewish ghettos of the East would pour honey on a book so the children would learn that learning is sweet. And the parents who settled hungry Kansas would take their children in from the fields when a teacher came. That is our history.




And there is another tradition. And that is the idea of community—a beautiful word with a big meaning. Though liberal Democrats have an odd view of it. They see “community” as a limited cluster of interest groups, locked in odd conformity. In this view, the country waits, passive, while Washington sets the rules.




But that’s not what community means—not to me.




For we are a nation of communities, of thousands and tens of thousands of ethnic, religious, social, business, labor union, neighborhood, regional, and other organizations, all of them varied, voluntary, and unique.




This is America: the Knights of Columbus, the Grange, Hadassah, the Disabled American Veterans, the Order of Ahepa, the Business and Professional Women of America, the union hall, the Bible study group, LULAC, “Holy Name”—a brilliant diversity spread like stars, like a thousand points of light in a broad and peaceful sky.




Does government have a place? Yes. Government is part of the nation of communities—not the whole, just a part.




I do not hate government. A government that remembers that the people are its master is a good and needed thing.




I respect old-fashioned common sense, and have no great love for the imaginings of social planners. I like what’s been tested and found to be true.




For instance: should public school teachers be required to lead our children in the Pledge of Allegiance? My opponent says no—but I say yes.




Should society be allowed to impose the death penalty on those who commit crimes of extraordinary cruelty and violence? My opponent says no—but I say yes.




Should our children have the right to say a voluntary prayer, or even observe a moment of silence in the schools? My opponent says no—but I say yes.




Should free men and women have the right to own a gun to protect their home? My opponent says no—but I say yes.




Is it right to believe in the sanctity of life and protect the lives of innocent children? My opponent says no—but I say yes. We must change from abortion—to adoption. I have an adopted granddaughter. The day of her christening, we wept with joy. I thank God her parents chose life.




I’m the one who believes it is a scandal to give a weekend furlough to a hardened, first-degree killer who hasn’t even served enough time to be eligible for parole.




I’m the one who says a drug dealer who is responsible for the death of a policeman should be subject to capital punishment.




I’m the one who won’t raise taxes. My opponent now says he’ll raise them as a last resort, or a third resort. When a politician talks like that, you know that’s one resort he’ll be checking into. My opponent won’t rule out raising taxes. But I will. The Congress will push me to raise taxes, and I’ll say no, and they’ll push, and I’ll say no, and they’ll push again, and I’ll say to them, “Read my lips: no new taxes.”




Let me tell you more about the mission.




On jobs, my mission is: thirty in eight. Thirty million jobs in the next eight years.




Every one of our children deserves a first-rate school. The liberal Democrats want power in the hands of the federal government. I want power in the hands of parents. I will increase the power of parents. I will encourage merit schools. I will give more kids a Head Start. And I’ll make it easier to save for college.




I want a drug-free America—and this will not be easy to achieve. But I want to enlist the help of some people who are rarely included. Tonight I challenge the young people of our country to shut down the drug dealers around the country. Unite with us, work with us. “Zero tolerance” isn’t just a policy, it’s an attitude. Tell them what you think of people who underwrite the dealers who put poison in our society. And while you’re doing that, my administration will be telling the dealers: whatever we have to do, we’ll do, but your day is over; you’re history.




I am going to do whatever it takes to make sure the disabled are included in the mainstream. For too long they’ve been left out. But they’re not going to be left out anymore.




I am going to stop ocean dumping. Our beaches should not be garbage dumps, and our harbors should not be cesspools. I am going to have the FBI trace the medical wastes, and we are going to punish the people who dump those infected needles into our oceans, lakes, and rivers. And we must clean the air. We must reduce the harm done by acid rain.




I will put incentives back into the domestic energy industry, for I know from personal experience there is no security for the United States in further dependence on foreign oil.




In foreign affairs I will continue our policy of peace through strength. I will move toward further cuts in the strategic and conventional arsenals of both the United States and the Soviet Union. I will modernize and preserve our technological edge. I will ban chemical and biological weapons from the face of the earth. And I intend to speak for freedom, stand for freedom, and be a patient friend to anyone, East or West, who will fight for freedom.




It seems to me the presidency provides an incomparable opportunity for “gentle persuasion.”




I hope to stand for a new harmony, a greater tolerance. We’ve come far, but I think we need a new harmony among the races in our country. We’re on a journey to a new century, and we’ve got to leave the tired old baggage of bigotry behind.




Some people who are enjoying our prosperity have forgotten what it’s for. But they diminish our triumph when they act as if wealth is an end in itself.




There are those who have dropped their standards along the way, as if ethics were too heavy and slowed their rise to the top. There’s graft in city hall, the greed on Wall Street; there’s influence peddling in Washington, and the small corruptions of everyday ambition.




But you see, I believe public service is honorable. And every time I hear someone has breached the public trust, it breaks my heart.




I wonder sometimes if we have forgotten who we are. But we’re the people who sundered a nation rather than allow a sin called slavery—we’re the people who rose from the ghettos and the deserts.




We weren’t saints—but we lived by standards. We celebrated the individual—but we weren’t self-centered. We were practical—but we didn’t live only for material things. We believed in getting ahead—but blind ambition wasn’t our way.




The fact is, prosperity has a purpose. It is to allow us to pursue the “better angels,” to give us time to think and grow. Prosperity with a purpose means taking your idealism and making it concrete by certain acts of goodness. It means helping a child from an unhappy home learn how to read—and I thank my wife, Barbara, for all her work in literacy. It means teaching troubled children through your presence that there’s such a thing as reliable love. Some would say it’s soft and insufficiently tough to care about these things. But where is it written that we must act as if we do not care, as if we are not moved?




Well, I am moved. I want a kinder, gentler nation.




Two men this year ask for your support. And you must know us.




As for me, I have held high office and done the work of democracy day by day. My parents were prosperous; their children were lucky. But there were lessons we had to learn about life. John Kennedy discovered poverty when he campaigned in West Virginia; there were children there who had no milk. Young Teddy Roosevelt met the new America when he roamed the immigrant streets of New York. And I learned a few things about life in a place called Texas.




We moved to West Texas forty years ago. The war was over, and we wanted to get out and make it on our own. Those were exciting days. Lived in a little shotgun house, one room for the three of us. Worked in the oil business, started my own.




In time we had six children. Moved from the shotgun to a duplex apartment to a house. Lived the dream—high school football on Friday night, Little League, neighborhood barbecues.




People don’t see their experience as symbolic of an era—but of course we were. So was everyone else who was taking a chance and pushing into unknown territory with kids and a dog and a car. But the big thing I learned is the satisfaction of creating jobs, which meant creating opportunity, which meant happy families, who in turn could do more to help others and enhance their own lives. I learned that the good done by a single good job can be felt in ways you can’t imagine.




I may not be the most eloquent, but I learned early that eloquence won’t draw oil from the ground. I may sometimes be a little awkward, but there’s nothing self-conscious in my love of country. I am a quiet man—but I hear the quiet people others don’t. The ones who raise a family, pay the taxes, meet the mortgage. I hear them and I am moved, and their concerns are mine.




A president must be many things.




He must be a shrewd protector of America’s interests. And he must be an idealist who leads those who move for a freer and more democratic planet.




He must see to it that government intrudes as little as possible in the lives of the people, and yet remember that it is the nation’s character.




And he must be able to define—and lead—a mission.




For seven and a half years I have worked with a president—and I have seen what crosses that big desk. I have seen the unexpected crisis that arrives in a cable in a young aide’s hand. And I have seen problems that simmer on for decades and suddenly demand resolution. I have seen modest decisions made with anguish, and crucial decisions made with dispatch.




And so I know that what it all comes down to, this election—what it all comes down to, after all the shouting and the cheers—is the man at the desk.




My friends, I am that man.




I say it without boast or bravado. I’ve fought for my country, I’ve served, I’ve built—and I will go from the hills to the hollows, from the cities to the suburbs to the loneliest town on the quietest street, to take our message of hope and growth for every American to every American.




I will keep America moving forward, always forward—for a better America, for an endless, enduring dream and a thousand points of light.




That is my mission. And I will complete it.




Thank you. God bless you.
























Inaugural Address




U.S. Capitol, Washington, DC January 20, 1989








“We know what works: Freedom works. We know what’s right: Freedom is right.”













Inauguration Day at dawn was beautiful and sunny, with just a little chill in the air—nothing like the bitter cold of some past inaugurations in Washington. We were all up early, and the day began with a family prayer service at St. John’s Church on Lafayette Square. Afterward, Barbara and I met the Reagans for coffee at the White House, which was very relaxing. Before we knew it, it was time to ride up Pennsylvania Avenue together to the U.S. Capitol. All along the way, the streets were lined with people waving and cheering.




Once the ceremonies began, the Rev. Billy Graham gave the benediction, and Alvie Powell from the U.S. Army sang “The Star-Spangled Banner.” We were surrounded by our children, grandchildren, and my eighty-seven-year-old mother—and the sea of people in the audience stretched down the National Mall toward the Washington Monument. Soon enough I watched as Justice Sandra Day O’Connor swore in Vice President Quayle, and Chief Justice William Rehnquist did the honors for me. Barbara held two Bibles: the first was the one George Washington had used two hundred years earlier; the second was a family Bible, opened to the Beatitudes.




When we began working on the speech earlier in January, I knew I wanted to begin with a prayer. A few other presidents have done that, but not too many. Then the speech went on to describe what I called “the age of the offered hand.” We were seeking a new engagement with others—whether domestically, through those Americans already known as “the thousand points of light,” as we sought to solve our nation’s toughest challenges; through our relations with Congress, to work together without partisan rancor; or through our efforts to work with other nations to promote freedom for all people and end oppression. All over the world, the day of the dictator was over, and a “new breeze was blowing.” Re-reading the speech now, I am struck by the feeling we all had that tremendous change was about to take place, and the sense of momentum that was with us all that day.




 




Mr. Chief Justice, Mr. President, Vice President Quayle, Senator [George] Mitchell, Speaker [Jim] Wright, Senator [Robert] Dole, Congressman [Robert] Michel, and fellow citizens, neighbors, and friends:




There is a man here who has earned a lasting place in our hearts and in our history. President Reagan, on behalf of our nation, I thank you for the wonderful things that you have done for America.




I’ve just repeated word for word the oath taken by George Washington two hundred years ago, and the Bible on which I placed my hand is the Bible on which he placed his. It is right that the memory of Washington be with us today not only because this is our bicentennial inauguration but because Washington remains the Father of our Country. And he would, I think, be gladdened by this day; for today is the concrete expression of a stunning fact: our continuity, these two hundred years, since our government began.




We meet on democracy’s front porch. A good place to talk as neighbors and as friends. For this is a day when our nation is made whole, when our differences, for a moment, are suspended. And my first act as president is a prayer. I ask you to bow your heads.




Heavenly Father, we bow our heads and thank You for Your love. Accept our thanks for the peace that yields this day and the shared faith that makes its continuance likely. Make us strong to do Your work, willing to heed and hear Your will, and write on our hearts these words: “Use power to help people.” For we are given power not to advance our own purposes, nor to make a great show in the world, nor a name. There is but one just use of power, and it is to serve people. Help us remember, Lord. Amen.




I come before you and assume the presidency at a moment rich with promise. We live in a peaceful, prosperous time, but we can make it better. For a new breeze is blowing, and a world refreshed by freedom seems reborn. For in man’s heart, if not in fact, the day of the dictator is over. The totalitarian era is passing, its old ideas blown away like leaves from an ancient, lifeless tree. A new breeze is blowing, and a nation refreshed by freedom stands ready to push on. There is new ground to be broken and new action to be taken. There are times when the future seems thick as a fog; you sit and wait, hoping the mists will lift and reveal the right path. But this is a time when the future seems a door you can walk right through into a room called tomorrow.




Great nations of the world are moving toward democracy through the door to freedom. Men and women of the world move toward free markets through the door to prosperity. The people of the world agitate for free expression and free thought through the door to the moral and intellectual satisfactions that only liberty allows.




We know what works: Freedom works. We know what’s right: Freedom is right. We know how to secure a more just and prosperous life for man on Earth: through free markets, free speech, free elections, and the exercise of free will unhampered by the state.




For the first time in this century, for the first time in perhaps all history, man does not have to invent a system by which to live. We don’t have to talk late into the night about which form of government is better. We don’t have to wrest justice from the kings. We only have to summon it from within ourselves. We must act on what we know. I take as my guide the hope of a saint: in crucial things, unity; in important things, diversity; in all things, generosity.




America today is a proud, free nation, decent and civil, a place we cannot help but love. We know in our hearts, not loudly and proudly but as a simple fact, that this country has meaning beyond what we see, and that our strength is a force for good. But have we changed as a nation even in our time? Are we enthralled with material things, less appreciative of the nobility of work and sacrifice?




My friends, we are not the sum of our possessions. They are not the measure of our lives. In our hearts we know what matters. We cannot hope only to leave our children a bigger car, a bigger bank account. We must hope to give them a sense of what it means to be a loyal friend; a loving parent; a citizen who leaves his home, his neighborhood, and town better than he found it. And what do we want the men and women who work with us to say when we’re no longer there? That we were more driven to succeed than anyone around us? Or that we stopped to ask if a sick child had gotten better and stayed a moment there to trade a word of friendship?




No president, no government can teach us to remember what is best in what we are. But if the man you have chosen to lead this government can help make a difference; if he can celebrate the quieter, deeper successes that are made not of gold and silk but of better hearts and finer souls: if he can do these things, then he must.




America is never wholly herself unless she is engaged in high moral principle. We as a people have such a purpose today. It is to make kinder the face of the nation and gentler the face of the world. My friends, we have work to do. There are the homeless, lost and roaming. There are the children who have nothing, no love, and no normalcy. There are those who cannot free themselves of enslavement to whatever addiction—drugs, welfare, the demoralization that rules the slums. There is crime to be conquered, the rough crime of the streets. There are young women to be helped who are about to become mothers of children they can’t care for and might not love. They need our care, our guidance, and our education, though we bless them for choosing life.




The old solution, the old way, was to think that public money alone could end these problems. But we have learned that that is not so. And in any case, our funds are low. We have a deficit to bring down. We have more will than wallet, but will is what we need. We will make the hard choices, looking at what we have and perhaps allocating it differently, making our decisions based on honest need and prudent safety. And then we will do the wisest thing of all. We will turn to the only resource we have that in times of need always grows: the goodness and the courage of the American people.




And I am speaking of a new engagement in the lives of others, a new activism, hands-on and involved, that gets the job done. We must bring in the generations, harnessing the unused talent of the elderly and the unfocused energy of the young. For not only leadership is passed from generation to generation but so is stewardship. And the generation born after the Second World War has come of age.




I have spoken of a Thousand Points of Light, of all the community organizations that are spread like stars throughout the nation, doing good. We will work hand in hand, encouraging, sometimes leading, sometimes being led, rewarding. We will work on this in the White House, in the Cabinet agencies. I will go to the people and the programs that are the brighter points of light, and I’ll ask every member of my government to become involved. The old ideas are new again because they’re not old, they are timeless: duty, sacrifice, commitment, and a patriotism that finds its expression in taking part and pitching in.




We need a new engagement, too, between the Executive [branch] and the Congress. The challenges before us will be thrashed out with the House and the Senate. And we must bring the federal budget into balance. And we must ensure that America stands before the world united, strong, at peace, and fiscally sound. But of course things may be difficult. We need to compromise; we’ve had dissension. We need harmony; we’ve had a chorus of discordant voices.




For Congress, too, has changed in our time. There has grown a certain divisiveness. We have seen the hard looks and heard the statements in which not each other’s ideas are challenged but each other’s motives. And our great parties have too often been far apart and untrusting of each other. It’s been this way since Vietnam. That war cleaves us still. But, friends, that war began in earnest a quarter of a century ago, and surely the statute of limitations has been reached. This is a fact: the final lesson of Vietnam is that no great nation can long afford to be sundered by a memory. A new breeze is blowing, and the old bipartisanship must be made new again.




To my friends, and, yes, I do mean friends—in the loyal opposition and, yes, I mean loyal—I put out my hand. I am putting out my hand to you, Mr. Speaker. I am putting out my hand to you, Mr. Majority Leader. For this is the thing: this is the age of the offered hand. And we can’t turn back clocks, and I don’t want to. But when our fathers were young, Mr. Speaker, our differences ended at the water’s edge. And we don’t wish to turn back time, but when our mothers were young, Mr. Majority Leader, the Congress and the Executive were capable of working together to produce a budget on which this nation could live. Let us negotiate soon and hard. But in the end, let us produce. The American people await action. They didn’t send us here to bicker. They ask us to rise above the merely partisan. “In crucial things, unity”—and this, my friends, is crucial.




To the world, too, we offer new engagement and a renewed vow: we will stay strong to protect the peace. The offered hand is a reluctant fist; once made—strong, and one that can be used with great effect. There are today Americans who are held against their will in foreign lands and Americans who are unaccounted for. Assistance can be shown here and will be long remembered. Goodwill begets goodwill. Good faith can be a spiral that endlessly moves on.




Great nations, like great men, must keep their word. When America says something, America means it, whether a treaty or an agreement or a vow made on marble steps. We will always try to speak clearly, for candor is a compliment; but subtlety, too, is good and has its place. While keeping our alliances and friendships around the world strong, ever strong, we will continue the new closeness with the Soviet Union, consistent both with our security and with progress. One might say that our new relationship in part reflects the triumph of hope and strength over experience. But hope is good, and so is strength and vigilance.




Here today are tens of thousands of our citizens who feel the understandable satisfaction of those who have taken part in democracy and seen their hopes fulfilled. But my thoughts have been turning the past few days to those who would be watching at home, to an older fellow who will throw a salute by himself when the flag goes by and the woman who will tell her sons the words of the battle hymns. I don’t mean this to be sentimental. I mean that on days like this we remember that we are all part of a continuum, inescapably connected by the ties that bind.




Our children are watching in schools throughout our great land. And to them I say, thank you for watching democracy’s big day. For democracy belongs to us all, and freedom is like a beautiful kite that can go higher and higher with the breeze. And to all I say, no matter what your circumstances or where you are, you are part of this day; you are part of the life of our great nation.




A president is neither prince nor pope, and I don’t seek a window on men’s souls. In fact, I yearn for a greater tolerance, and easygoingness about each other’s attitudes and way of life.




There are few clear areas in which we as a society must rise up united and express our intolerance. The most obvious now is drugs. And when that first cocaine was smuggled in on a ship, it may as well have been a deadly bacteria, so much has it hurt the body, the soul of our country. And there is much to be done and to be said, but take my word for it: this scourge will stop!




And so, there is much to do. And tomorrow the work begins. And I do not mistrust the future. I do not fear what is ahead. For our problems are large, but our heart is larger. Our challenges are great, but our will is greater. And if our flaws are endless, God’s love is truly boundless.




Some see leadership as high drama and the sound of trumpets calling, and sometimes it is that. But I see history as a book with many pages, and each day we fill a page with acts of hopefulness and meaning. The new breeze blows, a page turns, the story unfolds. And so, today a chapter begins, a small and stately story of unity, diversity, and generosity—shared, and written, together.




Thank you. God bless you. And God bless the United States of America.






















Remarks to the Citizens of Michigan




Hamtramck City Hall, Hamtramck, Michigan April 17, 1989






“Liberty is an idea whose time has come in Eastern Europe.”













Our foreign policy team in the White House was led by National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft, and we began our administration by doing a thorough strategic review of existing U.S. policies and goals in every region of the world. We decided to unveil our new policies in a series of speeches, including three to be given at college commencements that spring.




Although it would take some time, we wanted the chance to determine what direction we’d take, rather than just following along with policies we’d inherited. That winter, things were changing quickly, especially in the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact nations, and we wanted to make sure our policies kept pace with that change.




For example, our previous policy toward Eastern Europe had been that the U.S. would support any Soviet satellite that stuck its thumb in the Soviets’ eyes. Romania was particularly good at this, and so they had been our favorite satellite. But we believed the Cold War would end only when Soviet troops left Eastern Europe. So we decided to support nations who were struggling for greater freedom, who were working quietly toward market economies and open political systems. Thus Poland replaced Romania at the top of our list of favorite Soviet satellites. We tried to encourage the Polish people and the Solidarity movement, and along with that, we revised our arms-control policies to get the Soviet troops out of Eastern Europe. The fewer the troops and the less provocation they had to institute a crackdown, the better the chances for dramatic change. We knew that if there was too much of an American face on the internal reforms that were taking place inside those Eastern European nations, we’d be asking for bloodshed. So we had to make sure things went quickly, but quietly.




Sure enough, Poland became a scene of rapid change. We knew we couldn’t wait until the college commencements to begin to lay out our policy on Eastern Europe. We settled symbolically on a visit to the town of Hamtramck, Michigan, an enclave of Detroit known for its abundance of mostly Polish families from Eastern Europe. Many were Reagan Democrats, and they decked the town out in red, white, and blue for the speech. Flags hung from every window and seemed to be in every hand.




Emotions ran high, and the enthusiastic crowd in the Hamtramck city hall listened intently as I presented our new policy. It was a colorful and sympathetic audience, especially interested in Solidarity, which had been formally recognized that very day. I spoke just before lunchtime, and local volunteers presented me with a gift of bread and salt, as you’ll see in the speech. After speaking, I went to a local lunch spot, the Eagle Restaurant, for a great Polish meal. Hamtramck was small-town America at its best, and a great venue for the unveiling of our new Eastern European policy.




 




I’m delighted to be here. Bread and salt are both of the earth, an ancient symbol of a life leavened by health and prosperity. And in this same spirit, I wish you all the same. And now, if I may, I want to address, at this important gathering, the health and prosperity of a whole nation—the proud people of Poland. You know, we Americans are not mildly sympathetic spectators of events in Poland. We are bound to Poland by a very special bond: a bond of blood, of culture, and shared values. And so, it is only natural that as dramatic change comes to Poland we share the aspirations and excitement of the Polish people.




In my inaugural address, I spoke of the new breeze of freedom gaining strength around the world. “In man’s heart,” I said, “if not in fact, the day of the dictator is over. The totalitarian era is passing, its old ideas blown away like leaves from an ancient leafless tree.” I spoke of the spreading recognition that prosperity can only come from a free market and the creative genius of individuals. And I spoke of the new potency of democratic ideals: of free speech, free elections, and the exercise of free will. And we should not be surprised that the ideas of democracy are returning with renewed force in Europe, the homeland of philosophers of freedom, whose ideals have been so fully realized in our great United States of America. And Victor Hugo said: “An invasion of armies can be resisted, but not an idea whose time has come.” My friends, liberty is an idea whose time has come in Eastern Europe, and make no mistake about it.




For almost half a century, the suppression of freedom in Eastern Europe, sustained by the military power of the Soviet Union, has kept nation from nation, neighbor from neighbor. And as East and West now seek to reduce arms, it must not be forgotten that arms are a symptom, not a source, of tension. The true source of tension is the imposed and unnatural division of Europe. How can there be stability and security in Europe and the world as long as nations and peoples are denied the right to determine their own future, a right explicitly promised by agreements among the victorious powers at the end of World War II? How can there be stability and security in Europe as long as nations which once stood proudly at the front rank of industrial powers are impoverished by a discredited ideology and stifling authoritarianism? The United States—and let’s be clear on this—has never accepted the legitimacy of Europe’s division. We accept no spheres of influence that deny the sovereign rights of nations.




And yet the winds of change are shaping a new European destiny. Western Europe is resurgent, and Eastern Europe is awakening to yearnings for democracy, independence, and prosperity. In the Soviet Union itself, we are encouraged by the sound of voices long silent and the sight of the rulers consulting the ruled. We see new thinking in some aspects of Soviet foreign policy. We are hopeful that these stirrings presage meaningful, lasting, and more far-reaching change. So, let no one doubt the sincerity of the American people and their government in our desire to see reform succeed inside the Soviet Union. We welcome the changes that have taken place, and we will continue to encourage greater recognition of human rights, market incentives, and free elections.




East and West are now negotiating on a broad range of issues, from arms reductions to the environment. But the Cold War began in Eastern Europe, and if it is to end, it will end in this crucible of world conflict. And it must end—the American people want to see East and Central Europe free, prosperous, and at peace. With prudence, realism, and patience, we seek to promote the evolution of freedom—the opportunities sparked by the Helsinki Accords and the deepening East-West contact. In recent years, we have improved relations with countries in the region. And in each case, we looked for progress in international posture and internal practices—in human rights, cultural openness, emigration issues, opposition to international terror. While we want relations to improve, there are certain acts we will not condone or accept, behavior that can shift relations in the wrong direction: human rights abuses, technology theft, and hostile intelligence or foreign policy actions against us.




Some regions are now seeking to win popular legitimacy through reforms. In Hungary, a new leadership is experimenting with reforms that may permit a political pluralism that only a few years ago would have been absolutely unthinkable. And in Poland, on April 5, Solidarity leader Lech Walesa and Interior Minister [Czeslaw] Kiszczak signed agreements that, if faithfully implemented, will be a watershed in the postwar history of Eastern Europe.




Under the auspices of the roundtable agreements, the free trade union Solidarnosc was today—this very day, under those agreements—formally restored. The agreements also provide that a free opposition press will be legalized; independent political and other free association will be permitted; and elections for a new Polish Senate will be held. These agreements testify to the realism of General [Wojciech] Jaruzelski and his colleagues, and they are inspiring testimony to the spiritual guidance of the Catholic Church, the indomitable spirit of the Polish people, and the strength and wisdom of Lech Walesa.




Poland faces, and will continue to face for some time, severe economic problems. A modern French writer observed that communism is not another form of economics: it is the death of economics. In Poland, an economic system crippled by the inefficiencies of central planning almost proved the death of initiative and enterprise—almost. But economic reforms can still give free rein to the enterprising impulse and creative spirit of the great Polish people.




The Polish people understand the magnitude of this challenge. Democratic forces in Poland have asked for the moral, political, and economic support of the West, and the West will respond. My administration is completing now a thorough review of our policies toward Poland and all of Eastern Europe, and I’ve carefully considered ways that the United States can help Poland. And we will not act unconditionally. We’re not going to offer unsound credits. We’re not going to offer aid without requiring sound economic practices in return. And we must remember that Poland still is a member of the Warsaw Pact. And I will take no steps that compromise the security of the West.




The Congress, the Polish-American community, and I support and endorse strongly Ed Moskal—and what he is doing in the Polish American Congress, I might say. I’m delighted he’s here, good Chicago boy right here in Hamtramck. The Congress, the Polish-American community, the American labor movement, our allies, and international financial institutions—all must work in concert if Polish democracy is to take root anew and sustain itself. And we can and must answer this call to freedom. And it is particularly appropriate here in Hamtramck for me to salute the members and leaders of the American labor movement for hanging tough with Solidarity through its darkest days. Labor deserves great credit for that.




Now the Poles are now taking steps that deserve our active support. And I have decided, as your president, on specific steps to be taken by the United States, carefully chosen to recognize the reforms under way and to encourage reforms yet to come now that Solidarnosc is legal. I will ask Congress to join me in providing Poland access to our Generalized System of Preferences, which offers selective tariff relief to beneficiary countries. We will work with our allies and friends in the Paris Club to develop sustainable new schedules for Poland to repay its debt, easing a heavy burden so that a free market can grow.




I will also ask Congress to join me in authorizing the Overseas Private Investment Corporation to operate in Poland, to the benefit of both Polish and U.S. investors. We will propose negotiations for a private business agreement with Poland to encourage cooperation between U.S. firms and Poland’s private businesses—both sides can benefit. The United States will continue to consider supporting, on their merits, viable loans to the private sector by the International Finance Corporation. We believe that the roundtable agreements clear the way for Poland to be able to work with the International Monetary Fund on programs that support sound, market-oriented economic policies. We will encourage business and private nonprofit groups to develop innovative programs to swap Polish debt for equity in Polish enterprises, and for charitable, humanitarian, and environmental projects. We will support imaginative educational, cultural, and training programs to help liberate the creative energies of the Polish people.
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