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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Select speeches were edited for formatting consistency throughout the book.




INTRODUCTION


And that’s how change happens in America. It doesn’t happen on its own. It doesn’t happen from on high. It happens from the bottom up. And breaking gridlock will come only when the American people demand it … only you can break this stalemate.


—Barack Obama, speaking on the Affordable Care Act, October 20, 2016


[image: image]


In the first quarter of the twenty-first century, political, economic, and social issues have arisen that would have been unforeseeable to someone predicting the future at the start of the millennium. From 9/11 to the COVID-19 pandemic and disputed elections, the start of this century has seen significant challenges. During this period, the American people and our political leadership have become fractured. To many, it feels like the United States no longer has a shared set of values. All too often people retreat into factions of left and right, Democrat and Republican, liberal and conservative, and countless other self-described labels.


The challenge we face is how to get past today’s culture of extreme partisanship to create an effective two-party system that does not grind the nation to gridlock with every policy debate. Legislators cannot agree on budgets, economic matters, immigration, education, social issues, or foreign affairs. In this climate, it is no surprise that the American public is losing faith in Washington’s ability to govern. Fortunately, we do not have to look far to find examples from the past when this was not the case.


In a quest to find a path forward, The Missing Center showcases the transformative results that can happen when leaders govern from the center to unite, inspire, and solve complex problems. When elected officials run for office, they do so with a desire to help their constituents. Yet when many arrive in Washington, they become entangled in both inter-and intraparty political infighting. This is a relatively new occurrence and not how it has to be.


When a crisis occurs, the majority of politicians can generally put aside their differences and heed the call to lead. In times of urgency, inaction is not an option. After 9/11, politicians didn’t speak to red or blue states but to the American public overall. They came together from both sides of the aisle to rise above partisanship. We have seen Republicans—traditionally the party of fiscal restraint—support high government spending to combat the economic impact of COVID-19 shutdowns, and we have seen Democrats—traditionally the less aggressive party on military intervention abroad—support U.S. involvement in conflicts in the Middle East following 9/11. This reminds us that government can solve complex problems when politicians arrive at consensus. My hope is that we can learn from these situations and make bipartisan policymaking the rule rather than the exception.


Speeches provide a useful framework to analyze the benefits of bipartisan governance. They help us see what good leadership looks like and how ideas that benefit the majority of Americans stand the test of time. Upon close examination, we find the common elements in effective political speeches are threefold. First, politicians address the public and explain the issue in terms everyone can understand. Second, they empathize with how the problem impacts people using concrete examples. Third, they propose an approach to solve the issue. Sometimes a solution to the root cause is impossible, but even then, effective politicians exhibit leadership by engaging in actions that mitigate damage and suffering.


We need to return to a bipartisan spirit in which the extreme flanks of both parties are tuned out. This is what will reunite our nation, showcase the impact of good governance, and help move us into the next stage of American civic life, beyond the vitriol and hatred for the other side we see too often today. Bipartisanship calls for civility in discussion with the tone set at the top levels of government for both officials and the public to emulate.


This book examines speeches delivered in response to the major issues of this century—cornerstone addresses in which the federal government responded to situations in humane terms and presented policy objectives within a centrist framework, with elements both parties can support. The legislation and policies proposed in these speeches came about thanks to bipartisan thinking. Many readers will likely agree with the policies advocated in these texts.


There have been many significant political moments in the twenty-first century. It was extremely difficult to choose only twenty-one speeches out of thousands. I have chosen to only use speeches by politicians while they were in office because the purpose of this book is to demonstrate the effectiveness of nonpartisan governing among elected officials who are in power, so it is relevant for the speeches to strictly be by governmental figures while they were in office.


In each chapter, I have provided the topic, speaker, and a transcript of the speech itself, prefaced by critical analysis to provide context and promote further evaluation. Collectively, the speeches represent important themes in modern America. You can reference the table of contents and read the speeches in the order of your choice based on your interest in the topics or in the order presented, which is chronological.


Some of the speeches are scheduled, such as State of the Union addresses or inaugural addresses, which are televised and delivered to large audiences. Others are ad hoc, often delivered to Congress or a politician’s followers (plus the narrow audience of the CSPANobsessed) and focused on pressing events. Regardless of the size of the audience, these collected speeches are consistent in that a historian can see the rationale for government action and understand the mood and urgency of the occasion. If we think back to defining moments in the public sphere when a speech propelled an agenda forward, these typically represent the apex of a cause or concern. By studying them, we see that every day presents an opportunity for politicians to lead and drive meaningful change, even in today’s hostile environment.


The speeches included in this anthology were chosen based on the following criteria:


1. The speech must address domestic or international politics, and, if international, must still pertain to the United States.


2. The speech must either have been inspired by an immediate need or overarching policy theme.


3. The speech must rise above partisanship, or at least support a position on which the majority of Americans could agree.


4. The speech must be from the twenty-first century.


5. The speech must have been delivered by a figure in public office.


The first speech included in this compilation is the only one that doesn’t follow all of the guidelines, as it was not technically delivered in this century. Instead, it was delivered on New Year’s Eve as we transitioned from the year 1999 to 2000, and ended one minute before this century began, at 11:59 p.m. This speech is included because it is solely about the twenty-first century—it offers a positive outlook on the coming hundred years and its optimism is interesting to consider in comparison to some of the challenging events that have occurred since the year 2000. The turn of the millennium was a time of great optimism and hope. The mood of the country a quarter of the way into the new century is anything but that. The goal of The Missing Center is to remind us that hope is not lost and that we only have to look to the recent past for lessons on how to achieve a better tomorrow.


The Results of Rising Above Partisanship


There have been moments in history when American society was fragmented and strong leadership pulled it back together. The Thirteen Colonies were not fully aligned prior to the American Revolution, but the Founding Fathers found enough areas for compromise to create a nation. Seventy-five years later, Abraham Lincoln managed to hold the core ideals of the nation together during the Civil War. Nearly three-quarters of a century after that, Franklin D. Roosevelt did the same by leading the United States out of the Great Depression, and later uniting Americans as the country entered World War II. Simply put, throughout U.S. history, strong leaders have been able to push partisan politics aside to effectively advance the interests of the nation.


Presidential candidates who appeal to centrist values have won elections from both sides of the aisle. Ronald Reagan, a staunch conservative, spoke of “American greatness.” He won reelection with 59 percent of the popular vote and during his second term Reagan had a 68 percent approval rating. Bill Clinton campaigned on the theme of doing well for the greatest number of Americans and maintaining leadership in foreign affairs. At the height of his presidency, Clinton had a 73 percent approval rating.


Although Vietnam and Watergate led to strong policy differences between parties in the 1970s, Americans were not as politically polarized as we are today. The extreme era of modern partisanship began to intensify during the 1990s when Newt Gingrich and the Republican “Contract with America” changed the culture in Congress, employing new extreme partisan tactics against then-president Bill Clinton.


Partisanship has also increased in locales where one party has a decisive electoral majority. In these environments, elections become a competition within one party—not against the other—to determine who wins. This cycle creates voters who become more partisan over successive election cycles. As the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace explains, it is “a self-fulfilling prophecy: Voters exposed to more polarizing rhetoric from leaders who share their partisan identity are likely to alter their preferences based on their understanding of what their group believes and has normalized—particularly among primary voters whose identity is more tied to their party.” It is commonly acknowledged that this requires candidates to generally take more extreme views to win their party primary, but it is not as well known that this makes voters more extreme as well. Hence, over time we see positions which seem archconservative in red states and overly progressive in blue ones.


This has resulted in greater disparities between the political middle, which most Americans subscribe to, and the far left and right. It has ramifications in Congress and in candidates for the presidency as the move away from the center gained steam. In the 2016 and 2020 presidential election cycles, Bernie Sanders, a progressive independent, became one of the leading candidates. Though he ultimately didn’t win either primary, he influenced the Democratic Party’s leftward shift as the party sought to attract his supporters. At the same time, Trump pulled voters from the far right and portions of the Republican party saw abortion and rollbacks of transgender rights as rallying cries to attract votes. Some of these ideas—which are not uniformly supported by centrist voters—became Republican party platform positions.


For decades, core Republican values centered on small government, championing the rights of the individual, low taxes, projecting American might overseas, and economic prosperity. While “culture war” issues existed, these were not the dominant theme of American politics. Today, hot issues have come to define political conversation. There will never be complete societal consensus on these issues, and the way culture war topics are framed in all-or-nothing rhetoric creates a predicament where those on the left and right feel they are losing ground by yielding to even the slightest compromise. Just discussing these topics creates a perceived threat to people’s values and triggers antagonism toward the other side.


It would be ideal for a presidential candidate to unify the nation similarly to great leaders of the past by focusing on the vast number of matters on which we all agree. Such a conversation might be led by policies for a better educational system, economic prosperity, job growth, a strong military, codified immigration reform, a path to self-sufficiency for the disenfranchised, and a strong foreign policy to maintain America’s status as a source of justice and a beacon of hope around the world. These issues are all within the purview of the federal government, and it seems that the majority of Americans would be receptive to such a return to the center. As the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace noted, “American voters are less ideologically polarized than they think they are, and that misperception is greatest for the most politically engaged people. Americans across parties share many policy preferences.”


Foreign nations used to look to America as an enlightened country with a model of how to balance a strong central government with respect for local preferences. Peace, prosperity, and individual self-determination while respecting others are themes that date back to the founding of the nation and resonate equally well today. Bold leaders must break past the culture of extreme politicization by courting the missing center. George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and Harry S. Truman were able to unite. We can do this in modern times as well. In the pages that follow, we will see examples of politicians rising above the fray on important issues to achieve bipartisan consensus.


Public Opinion


Public opinion is extremely powerful. It can elect politicians, bring topics of conversation to the forefront, inspire movements, and change laws. Sometimes, matters of public opinion bring about immediate change; other times, the process is slower. Either way, the result is the same in that ideas that were outside the norm became the law of the land. The Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s brought racial justice to the forefront and resulted in a flurry of laws and policies to right past wrongs. The notion that all people deserve equal access to government services and equal opportunities went from an activist position to one accepted as a given.


Focusing on more recent events, there has been a growing movement in the twenty-first century supporting universal preschool, or pre-K, education. The benefits of pre-K are immense, yet such programs have historically been offered at mostly private and parochial schools which many families cannot afford. Although there are some public pre-K programs, these often have capacity constraints, in many places requiring a lottery for placement. As the benefits of early childhood education became better understood, this has added to America’s tensions over economic inequality, particularly since children from families with greater economic means enroll in pre-K at higher rates than those living in poverty. In response to an unpleased citizenry, many localities have expanded their pre-K offerings and some in Congress have advocated for nationwide public preschool (see chapter 21). If the general trend continues, we can expect Congress to further address the issue of universal pre-K education in the years to come.


Another seismic shift in public opinion can be seen in views on health care. Medicare and Medicaid became law in 1965 and for many years were considered a sufficient federal response to the world of medicine. Nearly ten years into the twenty-first century, Barack Obama campaigned for president on the idea of reforming health care through what would become the Affordable Care Act, often referred to as Obamacare. Prior to his winning the presidency, healthcare reform was barely on the federal legislative agenda. It was thanks to a major shift in public opinion championed by then-candidate Obama that made the issue actionable. Once in office, President Obama reached across the aisle to get legislation passed, enacting numerous Republican themes in an olive branch that rose above partisanship. The result was that the uninsured rate in America dropped from 16 percent in 2010 to 9.1 percent in 2015, a difference of 20 million individuals.


Since the law’s passage in 2010, public opinion on the matter has evolved and this has forced both parties’ platforms to change as well. Today, while the left and right disagree on how to best implement government-sponsored insurance programs, the idea that this is within the purview of the federal government is no longer debated, at least by the majority of Americans. Chapter 12 explores how Obama championed the Affordable Care Act using his gift for public speaking to achieve historic outcomes.


Public opinion can turn issues that were once ignored into policy. It is an extremely powerful force which will hopefully be harnessed more frequently by those with centrist views in the future, rather than those on the extreme edges of the political spectrum.


Social Media


The advent of social media has increased the extreme polarization in politics. This is due to the prioritization of partisan viewpoints by algorithms that tend to divide users into self-contained echo chambers in which increasingly extreme voices are amplified. Internal documents from Facebook dated August 2019 that were leaked in a whistleblower action reported the site’s awareness that:


… our core product mechanics, such as virality, recommendations, and optimizing for engagement, are a significant part of why [hate] speech flourish[es] on the platform


… the net result is that Facebook, taken as a whole, will be actively (if not necessarily consciously) promoting these types of activities. The mechanics of our platform are not neutral.


Similar criticism extends to other platforms—including TikTok and YouTube—that rely on algorithms with a negative feedback loop. Inflammatory content is shown with the goal of getting clicks, thereby driving users, engagement, and revenue for the social media platforms.


Additionally, because Facebook’s algorithm deprioritizes the user’s exposure to conflicting views while progressively feeding the user more of the types of content they engage with, the most partisan politicians—the progressive Squad for Democrats and Make America Great Again (MAGA) for Republicans—tend to have posts amplified well beyond the number of seats they have in Congress. This extra-loud voice of the extremes does little to advance bipartisan legislation. Those who consume news through social media find themselves in echo chambers where the same viewpoints are repeated and they are not served information with opposing opinions. The platforms figure out which way you lean on a topic and keep serving similar content. The ability to generate outrage maximizes clicks.


The short-form format of social media content is problematic on many levels. Whereas Americans used to consume the news via multipage articles in newspapers and long segments on TV, social media has reduced the world to a series of sound bites that typically lack context and almost never present an opposing view. Those who use social media the most stay in echo chambers, form opinions often based on false or incomplete information, and do not seek out the primary sources because they feel the platform is delivering the “news.” The role of journalists to find trusted sources has been removed. Imagine if people only saw a fifteen-second sound bite explaining America’s entry into World War I or World War II. Complex topics require longer explanations, which proper long-form speeches allow.


Although political speeches are still used often today, it is much more difficult for them to garner attention and an audience due to shortened attention spans and the fact that platforms might not serve the news of the day to all users (because serious things can be depressing and not generate as much revenue as a more entertaining post). When was the last time you went to CSPAN to watch a recording of a speech on an important topic? As a result, politicians have resorted to tweeting or posting their positions on issues, which forces an oversimplification of problems. There are many positive effects of social media, including the democratization of information, but being able to fully express complex ideas and to easily hear nuanced views from the other side are not among them.


Misinformation and Disinformation


There are two types of false information: misinformation and disinformation. According to the American Psychological Association, misinformation is simply “false or inaccurate information,” whereas disinformation is “deliberately intended to mislead.” In other words, people spreading misinformation aren’t aware the information they are sharing is wrong, but people spreading disinformation are aware that the information is wrong and are purposefully spreading it to mislead. Using the example of the 2020 election, someone can genuinely believe and advocate for the fact that the election was stolen from Trump, making it misinformation, while someone who knows this is untrue but still argues this viewpoint would be spreading disinformation. Falsified photos and fake or misattributed quotes are common ways misinformation exhibits itself online, while forms of propaganda, such as incorrect news stories, posts, and deep fakes, are commonly disinformation.


Misinformation and disinformation have always been with us, but in the last few decades the opportunities to spread them have become much greater thanks to the internet and social media. In the past, journalists served as gatekeepers to information with an obligation to fact check. The internet removes the gatekeeper role and allows information (whether true or false) to spread at a much faster rate. Many social media users share disinformation and misinformation to promote their opinions. Such posts are then often shared by viewers who don’t know the claims are false. In fact, one study found that fake news on Twitter spreads more rapidly than real news.


The solution to this would be to somehow police the internet. Many believe we should not do this, as it infringes on freedom of speech, and that it is possible social media companies will over-restrict one party’s beliefs while letting the other side’s flourish. Current law broadly protects social media companies from liability for misinformation and disinformation shared on their platforms. The United States is divided on how to handle this, and it will likely be a hot topic of conversation for a long time to come.


Agreeing on a shared set of facts to determine what is truth, what is misinformation, and what is disinformation is an integral first step to tackling an issue. Currently, politicians sometimes have viewpoints placed in such opposition that they can’t even agree on the basic facts—they can’t even agree what is true. This means that to Democrats, what Republicans are saying can be seen as false (be it misinformation or disinformation) when it is seen as factual to Republicans, or vice versa. Opinions have always been a part of the political process, but in the past the fundamental sets of facts to which politicians were responding were accepted by all. American democracy thrived for over two hundred years with opposing viewpoints but an agreed set of facts. Even controversial subjects relied on factual data. Until recently, the facts were not disputed. Debates were framed over whether and how the government should react to specific problems. Today, the left and right often cannot agree on a baseline set of facts.


We need to return to an environment where people can trust the news, separate fact from opinion, and have confidence in public institutions. Combating misinformation and disinformation should not be difficult. It simply relies on eliminating blatant falsehoods, honestly assessing areas where there is ambiguity, and returning to fact-based analysis, all while respecting and acknowledging opposing viewpoints. Parliamentary debate and today’s two-party system came from this framework and the model has survived for centuries. The Missing Center reminds readers that the path to overcome today’s challenges is well-known, embedded in our democracy, and within easy reach for those willing to embrace it.


Elected Office


Eloquent use of speech in politics can be extremely powerful and has a long-rooted tradition in America. The Federalist Papers were an early example of well-crafted essays that argued for the ratification of the Constitution. Since then, politicians have courted public opinion to advance policy positions, delivering addresses first in person, then by radio, TV, and now, live streaming. Regardless of the medium, speeches have framed pivotal moments in our nation’s history. Abraham Lincoln’s 1863 Gettysburg Address is one of the most-read speeches to this day.


With the advent of video-based mass media, oratory style changed. In one of the 1960 presidential debates, those listening by radio thought Richard Nixon had won, while those watching on TV thought the youthful, well-coiffed John F. Kennedy, Jr. had won. Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton, and Barack Obama have been recognized as particularly effective communicators in their televised addresses. The House of Representatives and the Senate both revolve around elected officials’ rhetorical abilities. For many years, CSPAN was the preferred outlet to deliver impassioned speeches. Ironically, many times such speeches were delivered in an empty room with the content later used as sound bites on the news or the campaign trail. Even so, public and political support of significant legislation comes about, in part, due to speeches. This means that the future of America can be shaped by the caliber of a speech. Officials know that to persuade Americans, a well-written address can rally support and move the undecided. This anthology includes many such persuasive speeches, hallmark addresses that frame significant moments of this century.


Elected office favors those who possess great oratory skills because it gives them the opportunity to use their abilities for a worthy cause. This has been the case for a long time, even in Ancient Athens, home to Pericles, one of the first recorded great public speakers in government. Pericles’s speeches contributed significantly to the at-the-time novel concept of democracy, rallied the Greek army during the Greco-Persian Wars, and gave rise to the Parthenon. In fact, Pericles’s influence in politics owing to his speaking abilities was so immense that he now has a time period, 461 to 429 BC, named after him: “The Age of Pericles.” If one thing can be learned from Pericles, it is that great speech and oratory can successfully influence politics.


Speech and politics go well together. They can uplift, inspire, and bring cohesion to society. So far in the twenty-first century, skilled politicians have used powerful rhetoric to drive America forward, evidenced by the speeches in this book. Unfortunately, due to the rise of partisanship and social media, recent political discourse often lobs insults rather than focusing on progress and change. The goal of this book is to reset this. By returning to the missing center, we can find consensus-based policies and ideals that serve the test of time.


Hope for the Future


American politics is at a crossroads. Our system has resulted in a form of political gridlock wherein the extremes of both parties have undue influence over our nation’s future. Many Americans view the presidential candidates of both major parties unfavorably. Due to partisanship, the democratic political experiment of the United States of America is not living up to its potential. Now more than ever, we need to find a center that the nation can agree on.


The Missing Center shows that hope is not lost. Many unique problems have arisen in this new century, and the challenges we’ve done the best job solving required politicians to put aside their own political agendas in favor of mainstream solutions. We do not have to look to past centuries to see how to fix things. Despite the ever-darkening mood of political pundits, there are recent examples of good governance with great results. A lot of progress has been made on important topics. By exploring speeches which bring these themes to life, the tools and frameworks to improve the present situation become evident.


The Missing Center spotlights policy issues in which federal leaders tried to improve on the status quo and advance the interests of the nation, generally free from divisive partisan rhetoric. Some of the speeches were delivered at times of mourning and shock, others at times of peace and prosperity. No matter the occasion, topic, or side of the aisle the speaker came from, every speech included in this book advocates for change on an issue most people agree on. They are professional in tone and do not fit the confines of the internet’s outrage apparatus. The best speeches—those that truly rise above partisanship—reach across the aisle, change minds, inspire, and unify the American public.


Today’s bold leaders must move past the culture of extreme politicization by courting the missing center. This book showcases recent times when politicians used their rhetorical abilities to advance a common good, which can help restore faith in our institutions and democracy. Transformative results can happen when leaders set party aside to solve complex problems. The Missing Center reminds us that shared aspirations and goals have solved America’s greatest challenges and are at the heart of our greatest accomplishments to come.




CHAPTER 1
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Bill Clinton


America’s Millennium Gala


1999


What will the story of the twenty-first century be? Let it be the triumph of freedom wisely used, to bring peace to a world in which we honor our differences, and even more, our common humanity.
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President Bill Clinton addressed the nation on New Year’s Eve to usher in the twenty-first century. It was a speech that marked not just the turn of the century, but the beginning of a new millennium.


Born in 1946, Clinton lived through the Civil Rights Movement, the end of the Cold War, and greater global cooperation. The world he grew up in had changed for the better during his lifetime.


Widely respected as a gifted orator, Clinton delivered an inclusive, forward-looking view on the promise of the country. He spoke about universal core values, reflected on progress from the past, and offered a vision of the society we might become.


Clinton’s speech ended at 11:59 p.m. December 31, 1999, just one minute before the twenty-first century began. Although including this speech technically violates one of the tenets of this anthology—that speeches are from the twenty-first century—I believe it is important to include as it captures the mood of the time, particularly the sense that our best days were ahead. Clinton’s New Year’s Eve address was devoid of partisan reference, discussing American values and themes rarely heard in public discourse twenty-five years later.


The Clinton presidency took place at the start of the modern era of extreme partisanship. During his term, the nation saw a divided government with Republicans controlling both chambers of Congress, federal shutdowns, and an impeachment scandal that dominated the news cycle.


Despite this, leaders rose above the fray to appeal to the things that unite us. To readers of a certain age, this speech may trigger feelings of nostalgia. For younger readers, the language, tone, and mood may feel foreign. Regardless of your leaning, age, or experience, it is interesting to juxtapose this speech against the language politicians use today.


Americans were jubilant and excited for the future at the turn of the millennium. Clinton’s address captures an incredible moment in time, one in which people generally thought America and the world were moving in a better direction. It reminds us to appreciate human achievement, to understand the progress from the past, and to believe in the promise of a better tomorrow.


[image: image]


Ladies and gentlemen, tonight we celebrate. The change of centuries, the dawning of a new millennium are now just minutes away. We celebrate the past. We have honored America’s remarkable achievements, struggles, and triumphs in the twentieth century. We celebrate the future, imagining an even more remarkable twenty-first century.


As we marvel at the changes of the last hundred years, we dream of what changes the next hundred, and the next thousand, will bring. And as powerful as our memories are, our dreams must be even stronger. For when our memories outweigh our dreams, we become old, and it is the eternal destiny of America to remain forever young, always reaching beyond, always becoming, as our founders pledged, a more perfect union. So we Americans must not fear change. Instead, let us welcome it, embrace it, and create it.


The great story of the twentieth century is the triumph of freedom and free people, a story told in the drama of new immigrants, the struggles for equal rights, the victories over totalitarianism, the stunning advances in economic well-being, in culture, in health, in space and telecommunications, and in building a world in which more than half the people live under governments of their own choosing, for the first time in all history. We must never forget the meaning of the twentieth century, or the gifts of those who worked and marched, who fought and died, for the triumph of freedom.


So as we ring in this new year, in a new century, in a new millennium, we must, now and always, echo Dr. King, in the words of the old American hymn, “Let freedom ring.”


If the story of the twentieth century is the triumph of freedom, what will the story of the twenty-first century be? Let it be the triumph of freedom wisely used, to bring peace to a world in which we honor our differences, and even more, our common humanity. Such a triumph will require great efforts from us all. It will require us to stand against the forces of hatred and bigotry, terror and destruction. It will require us to continue to prosper, to alleviate poverty, to better balance the demands of work and family, and to serve each of us in our communities.


It will require us to take better care of our environment. It will require us to make further breakthroughs in science and technology, to cure dreaded diseases, heal broken bodies, lengthen life, and unlock secrets from global warming to the black holes in the universe. And, perhaps most important, it will require us to share—with our fellow Americans and, increasingly, with our fellow citizens of the world, the economic benefits of globalization; the political benefits of democracy and human rights; the educational and health benefits of all things modern, from the Internet to the genetic encyclopedia, to the mysteries beyond our solar system.


Now, we may not be able to eliminate all hateful intolerance, but we can develop a healthy intolerance of bigotry, oppression, and abject poverty. We may not be able to eliminate all the harsh consequences of globalization, but we can communicate more and travel more and trade more, in a way that lifts the lives of ordinary working families everywhere, and the quality of our global environment.


We may not be able to eliminate all the failures of government and international institutions, but we can certainly strengthen democracy so all children are prepared for the twenty-first-century world and protected from its harshest side effects. And we can do so much more to work together, to cooperate among ourselves, to seize the problems and the opportunities of this ever-small planet we all call home. In short, if we want the story of the twenty-first century to be the triumph of peace and harmony, we must embrace our common humanity and our shared destiny.


Now, we’re just moments from that new millennium. Two centuries ago, as the framers were crafting our Constitution, Benjamin Franklin was often seen in Independence Hall looking at a painting of the sun low on the horizon. When, at long last, the Constitution finally was signed, Mr. Franklin, said: ‘I have often wondered whether that sun was rising or setting. Today I have the happiness to know it is a rising sun.’


Well, two centuries later, we know the sun will always rise on America, as long as each new generation lights the fire of freedom. Our children are ready. So, again, the torch is passed—to a new century of young Americans!




CHAPTER 2
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George W. Bush


State of the Union Address


2002


Steadfast in our purpose, we now press on. We have known freedom’s price. We have shown freedom’s power. And in this great conflict, my fellow Americans, we will see freedom’s victor.
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State of the Union addresses are annual speeches that allow the president to preview the agenda for the upcoming year and give the president the opportunity to speak to the entire nation at once. They are a useful tool to look back at specific moments in time and understand a president’s thinking.


The 2002 State of the Union address was delivered four months after September 11, 2001, when terrorists hijacked four planes, crashing two into the World Trade Center and one into the Pentagon. The fourth aircraft crashed into a field in rural Pennsylvania after the passengers fought back against the hijacking. In total, 2,977 victims lost their lives to the 9/11 attacks, and many more were injured. This was the first large-scale attack by a foreign enemy on U.S. soil since Pearl Harbor, and it happened at what was perceived as a time of peace. The Cold War had ended just a decade earlier, and America was prosperous. This act of terrorism threw the United States into a state of disarray.


The speeches in this book revolve around the most consequential events of the twenty-first century, and 9/11 is one of the most traumatic moments not just in this century, but in U.S. history. It changed how America saw its role in the world, justified preventative action, and redefined its adversaries to include terrorist groups and non-state actors.


Coming on the heels of 9/11, the January 2002 State of the Union address stands out as a particularly defining moment. In this speech, President George W. Bush exhorts U.S. citizens to uphold American values, avenge the lives lost, and bring down terrorist cells. Bush speaks passionately to the hearts of Americans, rallying the nation and outlining plans for the Global War on Terror as a response to the tragedy of 9/11. He links bipartisan domestic legislative achievements with foreign policy goals such that the tone of the speech is one of unified resolve.


Today’s reader may be critical of the length, tactics, and results of the War on Terror, but at the time, both Congress and public opinion were highly supportive of the need to take action. This speech is particularly noteworthy as it captures the bipartisan push for a response and the unified mood of the nation in the wake of 9/11, and inspired the nation to persevere.
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