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FOREWORD 

 

Speak, for me to see you 

Socrates 

As long as there are human rights to be 
defended; as long as there are great interests 
to be guarded; as long as the welfare of 
nations is a matter for discussion, so long 
will public speaking have its place. 

William Jennings 

Bryan 

 

 

Since the beginning of time, the mankind’s greatest leaders have used their oratory 
powers to win and inspire the followers. From Moses’ delivery of the Ten 
Commandments to Nelson Mandela’s “Let Freedom Reign”, the world has been 
transformed by memorable speeches.  

The American contribution to the universe oratorical heritage is immense. Since the 
nation was founded on free speech, there are a lot of discourses considering the struggle 
for women’s suffrage, civil right, the evils of slavery, etc. They are powerful, moving, 
and, above all else, uniquely American. 

This manual contains an eclectic set of speeches given not only by American 
politicians, but also by people in various walks of life – “ordinary” people in 
extraordinary circumstances. Ideal as a reference tool, study companion for would-be 
public speakers and students of Foreign Languages Departments, or simply as a 
fascinating resource for looking into the past, this collection captures the drama of the 
American history in the making. Some classics can be found within, such as Martin 
Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” and Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s address after the 
bombing of Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, “a date which will live in infamy.” 
Here you’ll also find inspiring and unforgettable speeches by Dwight D. Eisenhower, 
Edward M. Kennedy, Eleanor Roosevelt, John F. Kennedy, Mary Fisher, Robert F. 
Kennedy, Ronald Reagan, William Faulkner and William Jefferson Clinton. These 
orations stand today as testaments to the great American nation made up of individuals 
with bold ideas and unshakeable convictions.  

In this manual every speech represents a strategic turning point in the American history. 
Together they offer a wealth of material for schools and Universities while also 
providing a fascinating insight into the power of oratory.  

The authors        

 



DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER: ATOMS FOR PEACE 
delivered on December 8, 1953 at United Nations General Assembly 

 

*Madam President and* (Here and in other speeches the text within asterisks is absent 

from the provided audio.) Members of the General Assembly: 

When Secretary General Hammarskjold’s invitation to address this General Assembly 
reached me in Bermuda, I was just beginning a series of conferences with the Prime 
Ministers and Foreign Ministers of Great Britain and of France. Our subject was some 
of the problems that beset our world. 

During the remainder of the Bermuda Conference, I had constantly in mind that ahead 
of me lay a great honor. That honor is mine today, as I stand here, privileged to address 
the General Assembly of the United Nations. 

At the same time that I appreciate the distinction of addressing you, I have a sense of 
exhilaration as I look upon this Assembly. Never before in history has so much hope 
for so many people been gathered together in a single organization. Your deliberations 
and decisions during these somber years have already realized part of those hopes. 

But the great tests and the great accomplishments still lie ahead. And in the confident 
expectation of those accomplishments, I would use the office which, for the time being, 
I hold, to assure you that the Government of the United States will remain steadfast in 
its support of this body. This we shall do in the conviction that you will provide a great 
share of the wisdom, of the courage, and the faith which can bring to this world lasting 
peace for all nations, and happiness and well-being for all men.  

Clearly, it would not be fitting for me to take this occasion to present to you a unilateral 
American report on Bermuda. Nevertheless, I assure you that in our deliberations on 
that lovely island we sought to invoke those same great concepts of universal peace and 
human dignity which are so cleanly etched in your Charter. Neither would it be a 
measure of this great opportunity merely to recite, however hopefully, pious platitudes. 

I therefore decided that this occasion warranted my saying to you some of the things 
that have been on the minds and hearts of my legislative and executive associates, and 
on mine, for a great many months – thoughts I had originally planned to say primarily 
to the American people. 

I know that the American people share my deep belief that if a danger exists in the 
world, it is a danger shared by all; and equally, that if hope exists in the mind of one 
nation, that hope should be shared by all. 

Finally, if there is to be advanced any proposal designed to ease even by the smallest 
measure the tensions of today’s world, what more appropriate audience could there be 
than the members of the General Assembly of the United Nations. I feel impelled to 
speak today in a language that in a sense is new, one which I, who have spent so much 
of my life in the military profession, would have preferred never to use. That new 
language is the language of atomic warfare. 

The atomic age has moved forward at such a pace that every citizen of the world should 
have some comprehension, at least in comparative terms, of the extent of this 
development, of the utmost significance to everyone of us. Clearly, if the peoples of the 



world are to conduct an intelligent search for peace, they must be armed with the 
significant facts of today’s existence. 

My recital of atomic danger and power is necessarily stated in United States terms, for 
these are the only incontrovertible facts that I know. I need hardly point out to this 
Assembly, however, that this subject is global, not merely national in character. 

On July 16, 1945, the United States set off the world’s first atomic explosion. 

Since that date in 1945, the United States of America has conducted forty-two test 
explosions. Atomic bombs today are more than twenty-five times as powerful as the 
weapons with which the atomic age dawned, while hydrogen weapons are in the ranges 
of millions of tons of TNT equivalent. 

Today, the United States stockpile of atomic weapons, which, of course, increases 
daily, exceeds by many times the total [explosive] equivalent of the total of all bombs 
and all shells that came from every plane and every gun in every theatre of war in all 
the years of World War II. 

A single air group, whether afloat or land based, can now deliver to any reachable 
target a destructive cargo exceeding in power all the bombs that fell on Britain in all of 
World War II. In size and variety, the development of atomic weapons has been no less 
remarkable. The development has been such that atomic weapons have virtually 
achieved conventional status within our armed services. 

In the United States, the Army, the Navy, the Air Force, and the Marine Corps are all 
capable of putting this weapon to military use. But the dread secret and the fearful 
engines of atomic might are not ours alone. 

In the first place, the secret is possessed by our friends and allies, Great Britain and 
Canada, whose scientific genius made a tremendous contribution to our original 
discoveries and the designs of atomic bombs. 

The secret is also known by the Soviet Union. 

The Soviet Union has informed us that, over recent years, it has devoted extensive 
resources to atomic weapons. During this period the Soviet Union has exploded a series 
of atomic advices – devices, including at least one involving thermo-nuclear reactions. 
If at one time the Unites States possessed what might have been called a monopoly of 
atomic power, that monopoly ceased to exist several years ago. 

Therefore, although our earlier start has permitted us to accumulate what is today a 
great quantitative advantage, the atomic realities of today comprehend two facts of 
even greater significance. 

First, the knowledge now possessed by several nations will eventually be shared by 
others, possibly all others. 

Second, even a vast superiority in numbers of weapons, and a consequent capability of 
devastating retaliation, is no preventive, of itself, against the fearful material damage 
and toll of human lives that would be inflicted by surprise aggression. The free world, 
at least dimly aware of these facts, has naturally embarked on a large program of 
warning and defense systems. That program will be accelerated and expanded. But let 
no one think that the expenditure of vast sums for weapons and systems of defense can 



guarantee absolute safety for the cities and citizens of any nation. The awful arithmetic 
of the atomic bomb does not permit of any such easy solution. Even against the most 
powerful defense, an aggressor in possession of the effective minimum number of 
atomic bombs for a surprise attack could probably place a sufficient number of his 
bombs on the chosen targets to cause hideous damage. 

Should such an atomic attack be launched against the United States, our reactions 
would be swift and resolute. But for me to say that the defense capabilities of the 
United States are such that they could inflict terrible losses upon an aggressor, for me to 
say that the retaliation capabilities of the Unites States are so great that such an 
aggressor’s land would be laid waste, all this, while fact, is not the true expression of 
the purpose and the hope of the United States. 

To pause there would be to confirm the hopeless finality of a belief that two atomic 
colossi are doomed malevolently to eye each other indefinitely across a trembling 
world. To stop there would be to accept hope – helplessly the probability of civilization 
destroyed, the annihilation of the irreplaceable heritage of mankind handed down to use 
generation from generation, and the condemnation of mankind to begin all over again 
the age-old struggle upward from savagery toward decency, and right, and justice. 
Surely no sane member of the human race could discover victory in such desolation. 

Could anyone wish his name to be coupled by history with such human degradation and 
destruction? Occasional pages of history do record the faces of the “great destroyers,” 
but the whole book of history reveals mankind’s never-ending quest for peace and 
mankind’s God-given capacity to build. 

It is with the book of history, and not with isolated pages, that the United States will 
ever wish to be identified. My country wants to be constructive, not destructive. It 
wants agreements, not wars, among nations. It wants itself to live in freedom and in the 
confidence that the people of every other nation enjoy equally the right of choosing 
their own way of life. 

So my country’s purpose is to help us move out of the dark chamber of horrors into the 
light, to find a way by which the minds of men, the hopes of men, the souls of men 
everywhere, can move forward toward peace and happiness and well-being. 

In this quest, I know that we must not lack patience. I know that in a world divided, 
such as ours today, salvation cannot be attained by one dramatic act.  I know that many 
steps will have to be taken over many months before the world can look at itself one 
day and truly realize that a new climate of mutually peaceful confidence is abroad in 
the world. But I know, above all else, that we must start to take these steps now. 

The United States and its allies, Great Britain and France, have, over the past months, 
tried to take some of these steps. Let no one say that we shun the conference table. On 
the record has long stood the request of the United States, Great Britain, and France to 
negotiate with the Soviet Union the problems of a divided Germany. On that record has 
long stood the request of the same three nations to negotiate an Austrian peace treaty. 
On the same record still stands the request of the United Nations to negotiate the 
problems of Korea. 

Most recently we have received from the Soviet Union what is in effect an expression 
of willingness to hold a four-Power meeting. Along with our allies, Great Britain and 



France, we were pleased to see that his note did not contain the unacceptable pre-
conditions previously put forward. As you already know from our joint Bermuda 
communiqué, the United States, Great Britain, and France have agreed promptly to 
meet with the Soviet Union. 

The Government of the United States approaches this conference with hopeful 
sincerity. We will bend every effort of our minds to the single purpose of emerging 
from that conference with tangible results towards peace, the only true way of lessening 
international tension. We never have, we never will, propose or suggest that the Soviet 
Union surrender what is rightfully theirs. We will never say that the people of Russia 
are an enemy with whom we have no desire ever to deal or mingle in friendly and 
fruitful relationship. 

On the contrary, we hope that this coming conference may initiate a relationship with 
the Soviet Union which will eventually bring about a free intermingling of the peoples 
of the East and of the West – the one sure, human way of developing the understanding 
required for confident and peaceful relations. 

Instead of the discontent which is now settling upon Eastern Germany, occupied 
Austria, and the countries of Eastern Europe, we seek a harmonious family of free 
European nations, with none a threat to the other, and least of all a threat to the peoples 
of the Russia. Beyond the turmoil and strife and misery of Asia, we seek peaceful 
opportunity for these peoples to develop their natural resources and to elevate their 
lives. 

These are not idle words or shallow visions. Behind them lies a story of nations lately 
come to independence, not as a result of war, but through free grant or peaceful 
negotiation. There is a record already written of assistance gladly given by nations of 
the West to needy peoples and to those suffering the temporary effects of famine, 
drought, and natural disaster. These are deeds of peace. They speak more loudly than 
promises or protestations of peaceful intent. 

But I do not wish to rest either upon the reiteration of past proposals or the restatement 
of past deeds. The gravity of the time is such that every new avenue of peace, no matter 
how dimly discernible, should be explored. There is at least one new avenue of peace 
which has not yet been well explored – an avenue now laid out by the General 
Assembly of the Unites Nations. 

In its resolution of November 18th, 1953 this General Assembly suggested – and I 
quote – “that the Disarmament Commission study the desirability of establishing a sub-
committee consisting of representatives of the Powers principally involved, which 
should seek in private an acceptable solution and report such a solution to the General 
Assembly and to the Security Council not later than September 1, of 1954.” 

The United States, heeding the suggestion of the General Assembly of the United 
Nations, is instantly prepared to meet privately with such other countries as may be 
“principally involved,” to seek “an acceptable solution” to the atomic armaments race 
which overshadows not only the peace, but the very life of the world. We shall carry 
into these private or diplomatic talks a new conception. 

The United States would seek more than the mere reduction or elimination of atomic 
materials for military purposes. It is not enough to take this weapon out of the hands of 



the soldiers. It must be put into the hands of those who will know how to strip its 
military casing and adapt it to the arts of peace. 

The United States knows that if the fearful trend of atomic military build-up can be 
reversed, this greatest of destructive forces can be developed into a great boon, for the 
benefit of all mankind. The United States knows that peaceful power from atomic 
energy is no dream of the future. That capability, already proved, is here, now, today. 
Who can doubt, if the entire body of the world’s scientists and engineers had adequate 
amounts of fissionable material with which to test and develop their ideas, that this 
capability would rapidly be transformed into universal, efficient, and economic usage? 

To hasten the day when fear of the atom will begin to disappear from the minds of 
people and the governments of the East and West, there are certain steps that can be 
taken now. I therefore make the following proposals: 

The governments principally involved, to the extent permitted by elementary prudence, 
to begin now and continue to make joint contributions from their stockpiles of normal 
uranium and fissionable materials to an international atomic energy agency. We would 
expect that such an agency would be set up under the aegis of the United Nations.  

The ratios of contributions, the procedures, and other details would properly be within 
the scope of the “private conversations” I have referred to earlier. 

The United States is prepared to undertake these explorations in good faith. Any partner 
of the United States acting in the same good faith will find the United States a not 
unreasonable or ungenerous associate. 

Undoubtedly, initial and early contributions to this plan would be small in quantity. 
However, the proposal has the great virtue that it can be undertaken without the 
irritations and mutual suspicions incident to any attempt to set up a completely 
acceptable system of world-wide inspection and control. 

The atomic energy agency could be made responsible for the impounding, storage, and 
protection of the contributed fissionable and other materials. The ingenuity of our 
scientists will provide special, safe conditions under which such a bank of fissionable 
material can be made essentially immune to surprise seizure. 

The more important responsibility of this atomic energy agency would be to devise 
methods whereby this fissionable material would be allocated to serve the peaceful 
pursuits of mankind. Experts would be mobilized to apply atomic energy to the needs 
of agriculture, medicine, and other peaceful activities. A special purpose would be to 
provide abundant electrical energy in the power-starved areas of the world. Thus the 
contributing Powers would be dedicating some of their strength to serve the needs 
rather than the fears of mankind. 

The United States would be more than willing – it would be proud to take up with 
others “principally involved” the development of plans whereby such peaceful use of 
atomic energy would be expedited. 

Of those “principally involved” the Soviet Union must, of course, be one. I would be 
prepared to submit to the Congress of the United States, and with every expectation of 
approval, any such plan that would, first, encourage world-wide investigation into the 
most effective peacetime uses of fissionable material, and with the certainty that they 



[the investigators] had all the material needed for the conduct of all experiments that 
were appropriate; second, begin to diminish the potential destructive power of the 
world’s atomic stockpiles; third, allow all peoples of all nations to see that, in this 
enlightened age, the great Powers of the earth, both of the East and of the West, are 
interested in human aspirations first rather than in building up the armaments of war; 
fourth, open up a new channel for peaceful discussion and initiate at least a new 
approach to the many difficult problems that must be solved in both private and public 
conversations, if the world is to shake off the inertia imposed by fear and is to make 
positive progress toward peace. 

Against the dark background of the atomic bomb, the United States does not wish 
merely to present strength, but also the desire and the hope for peace. 

The coming months will be fraught with fateful decisions. In this Assembly, in the 
capitals and military headquarters of the world, in the hearts of men everywhere, be 
they governed or governors, may they be the decisions which will lead this world out of 
fear and into peace. 

To the making of these fateful decisions, the United States pledges before you, and 
therefore before the world, its determination to help solve the fearful atomic dilemma – 
to devote its entire heart and mind to find the way by which the miraculous 
inventiveness of man shall not be dedicated to his death, but consecrated to his life. 

I again thank the delegates for the great honor they have done me in inviting me to 
appear before them and in listening me – to me so courteously. 

Thank you.  

 

DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER: FAREWELL ADDRESS  

delivered on January 17, 1961 

 

Good evening, my fellow Americans.  

First, I should like to express my gratitude to the radio and television networks for the 
opportunities they have given me over the years to bring reports and messages to our 
nation. My special thanks go to them for the opportunity of addressing you this 
evening.  

Three days from now, after half century in the service of our country, I shall lay down 
the responsibilities of office as, in traditional and solemn ceremony, the authority of the 
Presidency is vested in my successor. This evening, I come to you with a message of 
leave-taking and farewell, and to share a few final thoughts with you, my countrymen.  

Like every other – Like every other citizen, I wish the new President, and all who will 
labor with him, Godspeed. I pray that the coming years will be blessed with peace and 
prosperity for all.  

Our people expect their President and the Congress to find essential agreement on 
issues of great moment, the wise resolution of which will better shape the future of the 
nation. My own relations with the Congress, which began on a remote and tenuous 
basis when, long ago, a member of the Senate appointed me to West Point, have since 



ranged to the intimate during the war and immediate post-war period, and finally to the 
mutually interdependent during these past eight years. In this final relationship, the 
Congress and the Administration have, on most vital issues, cooperated well, to serve 
the nation good, rather than mere partisanship, and so have assured that the business of 
the nation should go forward. So, my official relationship with the Congress ends in a 
feeling – on my part – of gratitude that we have been able to do so much together.  

We now stand ten years past the midpoint of a century that has witnessed four major 
wars among great nations. Three of these involved our own country. Despite these 
holocausts, America is today the strongest, the most influential, and most productive 
nation in the world. Understandably proud of this pre-eminence, we yet realize that 
America’s leadership and prestige depend, not merely upon our unmatched material 
progress, riches, and military strength, but on how we use our power in the interests of 
world peace and human betterment.  

Throughout America’s adventure in free government, our basic purposes have been to 
keep the peace, to foster progress in human achievement, and to enhance liberty, 
dignity, and integrity among peoples and among nations. To strive for less would be 
unworthy of a free and religious people. Any failure traceable to arrogance, or our lack 
of comprehension, or readiness to sacrifice would inflict upon us grievous hurt, both at 
home and abroad.  

Progress toward these noble goals is persistently threatened by the conflict now 
engulfing the world. It commands our whole attention, absorbs our very beings. We 
face a hostile ideology global in scope, atheistic in character, ruthless in purpose, and 
insiduous [insidious] in method. Unhappily, the danger it poses promises to be of 
indefinite duration. To meet it successfully, there is called for, not so much the 
emotional and transitory sacrifices of crisis, but rather those which enable us to carry 
forward steadily, surely, and without complaint the burdens of a prolonged and 
complex struggle with liberty the stake. Only thus shall we remain, despite every 
provocation, on our charted course toward permanent peace and human betterment.  

Crises there will continue to be. In meeting them, whether foreign or domestic, great or 
small, there is a recurring temptation to feel that some spectacular and costly action 
could become the miraculous solution to all current difficulties. A huge increase in 
newer elements of our defenses; development of unrealistic programs to cure every ill 
in agriculture; a dramatic expansion in basic and applied research – these and many 
other possibilities, each possibly promising in itself, may be suggested as the only way 
to the road we wish to travel.  

But each proposal must be weighed in the light of a broader consideration: the need to 
maintain balance in and among national programs, balance between the private and the 
public economy, balance between the cost and hoped for advantages, balance between 
the clearly necessary and the comfortably desirable, balance between our essential 
requirements as a nation and the duties imposed by the nation upon the individual, 
balance between actions of the moment and the national welfare of the future. Good 
judgment seeks balance and progress. Lack of it eventually finds imbalance and 
frustration. The record of many decades stands as proof that our people and their 
Government have, in the main, understood these truths and have responded to them 
well, in the face of threat and stress.  



But threats, new in kind or degree, constantly arise. Of these, I mention two only.  

A vital element in keeping the peace is our military establishment. Our arms must be 
mighty, ready for instant action, so that no potential aggressor may be tempted to risk 
his own destruction. Our military organization today bears little relation to that known 
of any of my predecessors in peacetime, or, indeed, by the fighting men of World War 
II or Korea.  

Until the latest of our world conflicts, the United States had no armaments industry. 
American makers of plowshares could, with time and as required, make swords as well. 
But we can no longer risk emergency improvisation of national defense. We have been 
compelled to create a permanent armaments industry of vast proportions. Added to this, 
three and a half million men and women are directly engaged in the defense 
establishment. We annually spend on military security alone more than the net income 
of all United States cooperations – corporations.  

Now this conjunction of an immense military establishment and a large arms industry is 
new in the American experience. The total influence – economic, political, even 
spiritual – is felt in every city, every Statehouse, every office of the Federal 
government. We recognize the imperative need for this development. Yet, we must not 
fail to comprehend its grave implications. Our toil, resources, and livelihood are all 
involved. So is the very structure of our society.  

In the councils of government, we must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted 
influence, whether sought or unsought, by the military-industrial complex. The 
potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and will persist. We must 
never let the weight of this combination endanger our liberties or democratic processes. 
We should take nothing for granted. Only an alert and knowledgeable citizenry can 
compel the proper meshing of the huge industrial and military machinery of defense 
with our peaceful methods and goals, so that security and liberty may prosper together.  

Akin to, and largely responsible for the sweeping changes in our industrial-military 
posture, has been the technological revolution during recent decades. In this revolution, 
research has become central; it also becomes more formalized, complex, and costly. A 
steadily increasing share is conducted for, by, or at the direction of, the Federal 
government.  

Today, the solitary inventor, tinkering in his shop, has been overshadowed by task 
forces of scientists in laboratories and testing fields. In the same fashion, the free 
university, historically the fountainhead of free ideas and scientific discovery, has 
experienced a revolution in the conduct of research. Partly because of the huge costs 
involved, a government contract becomes virtually a substitute for intellectual curiosity. 
For every old blackboard there are now hundreds of new electronic computers. The 
prospect of domination of the nation’s scholars by Federal employment, project 
allocations, and the power of money is ever present – and is gravely to be regarded.  

Yet, in holding scientific research and discovery in respect, as we should, we must also 
be alert to the equal and opposite danger that public policy could itself become the 
captive of a scientific-technological elite.  



It is the task of statesmanship to mold, to balance, and to integrate these and other 
forces, new and old, within the principles of our democratic system – ever aiming 
toward the supreme goals of our free society.  

Another factor in maintaining balance involves the element of time. As we peer into 
society’s future, we – you and I, and our government – must avoid the impulse to live 
only for today, plundering for our own ease and convenience the precious resources of 
tomorrow. We cannot mortgage the material assets of our grandchildren without risking 
the loss also of their political and spiritual heritage. We want democracy to survive for 
all generations to come, not to become the insolvent phantom of tomorrow.  

During the long lane of the history yet to be written, America knows that this world of 
ours, ever growing smaller, must avoid becoming a community of dreadful fear and 
hate, and be, instead, a proud confederation of mutual trust and respect. Such a 
confederation must be one of equals. The weakest must come to the conference table 
with the same confidence as do we, protected as we are by our moral, economic, and 
military strength. That table, though scarred by many fast frustrations – past 
frustrations, cannot be abandoned for the certain agony of disarmament – of the 
battlefield.  

Disarmament, with mutual honor and confidence, is a continuing imperative. Together 
we must learn how to compose differences, not with arms, but with intellect and decent 
purpose. Because this need is so sharp and apparent, I confess that I lay down my 
official responsibilities in this field with a definite sense of disappointment. As one who 
has witnessed the horror and the lingering sadness of war, as one who knows that 
another war could utterly destroy this civilization which has been so slowly and 
painfully built over thousands of years, I wish I could say tonight that a lasting peace is 
in sight.  

Happily, I can say that war has been avoided. Steady progress toward our ultimate goal 
has been made. But so much remains to be done. As a private citizen, I shall never 
cease to do what little I can to help the world advance along that road.  

So, in this, my last good night to you as your President, I thank you for the many 
opportunities you have given me for public service in war and in peace. I trust in that – 
in that – in that service you find some things worthy. As for the rest of it, I know you 
will find ways to improve performance in the future.  

You and I, my fellow citizens, need to be strong in our faith that all nations, under God, 
will reach the goal of peace with justice. May we be ever unswerving in devotion to 
principle, confident but humble with power, diligent in pursuit of the Nations’ great 
goals.  

To all the peoples of the world, I once more give expression to America’s prayerful and 
continuing aspiration: We pray that peoples of all faiths, all races, all nations, may have 
their great human needs satisfied; that those now denied opportunity shall come to 
enjoy it to the full; that all who yearn for freedom may experience its few spiritual 
blessings. Those who have freedom will understand, also, its heavy responsibility; that 
all who are insensitive to the needs of others will learn charity; and that the sources – 
scourges of poverty, disease, and ignorance will be made [to] disappear from the earth; 



and that in the goodness of time, all peoples will come to live together in a peace 
guaranteed by the binding force of mutual respect and love.  

Now, on Friday noon, I am to become a private citizen. I am proud to do so. I look 
forward to it.  

Thank you, and good night.  

 

EDWARD M. KENNEDY: TRUTH AND TOLERANCE IN AMERICA 

delivered  on October 3, 1983 at Liberty Baptist College, Lynchburg, VA 

 

Thank you very much Professor Kombay for that generous introduction. And let me 
say, that I never expected to hear such kind words from Dr. Falwell. So in return, I have 
an invitation of my own. On January 20th, 1985, I hope Dr. Falwell will say a prayer at 
the inauguration of the next Democratic President of the United States. Now, Dr. 
Falwell, I’m not exactly sure how you feel about that. You might not appreciate the 
President, but the Democrats certainly would appreciate the prayer. 

Actually, a number of people in Washington were surprised that I was invited to speak 
here – and even more surprised when I accepted the invitation. They seem to think that 
it’s easier for a camel to pass through the eye of the needle than for a Kennedy to come 
to the campus of Liberty Baptist College. In honor of our meeting, I have asked Dr. 
Falwell, as your Chancellor, to permit all the students an extra hour next Saturday night 
before curfew. And in return, I have promised to watch the Old Time Gospel Hour next 
Sunday morning. 

I realize that my visit may be a little controversial. But as many of you have heard, Dr. 
Falwell recently sent me a membership in the Moral Majority – and I didn’t even apply 
for it. And I wonder if that means that I’m a member in good standing.  

[Falwell: Somewhat] 

Somewhat, he says.  

This is, of course, a nonpolitical speech which is probably best under the 
circumstances. Since I am not a candidate for President, it would certainly be 
inappropriate to ask for your support in this election and probably inaccurate to thank 
you for it in the last one.  

I have come here to discuss my beliefs about faith and country, tolerance and truth in 
America. I know we begin with certain disagreements; I strongly suspect that at the end 
of the evening some of our disagreements will remain. But I also hope that tonight and 
in the months and years ahead, we will always respect the right of others to differ, that 
we will never lose sight of our own fallibility, that we will view ourselves with a sense 
of perspective and a sense of humor. After all, in the New Testament, even the 
Disciples had to be taught to look first to the beam in their own eyes, and only then to 
the mote in their neighbor’s eyes. 

I am mindful of that counsel. I am an American and a Catholic; I love my country and 
treasure my faith. But I do not assume that my conception of patriotism or policy is 
invariably correct, or that my convictions about religion should command any greater 



respect than any other faith in this pluralistic society. I believe there surely is such a 
thing as truth, but who among us can claim a monopoly on it? 

There are those who do, and their own words testify to their intolerance. For example, 
because the Moral Majority has worked with members of different denomination, one 
fundamentalist group has denounced Dr. [Jerry] Falwell for hastening the ecumenical 
church and for “yoking together with Roman Catholics, Mormons, and others.” I am 
relieved that Dr. Falwell does not regard that as a sin, and on this issue, he himself has 
become the target of narrow prejudice. When people agree on public policy, they ought 
to be able to work together, even while they worship in diverse ways. For truly we are 
all yoked together as Americans, and the yoke is the happy one of individual freedom 
and mutual respect. 

But in saying that, we cannot and should not turn aside from a deeper and more 
pressing question – which is whether and how religion should influence government. A 
generation ago, a presidential candidate had to prove his independence of undue 
religious influence in public life, and he had to do so partly at the insistence of 
evangelical Protestants. John Kennedy said at that time: “I believe in an America where 
there is no religious bloc voting of any kind.” Only twenty years later, another 
candidate was appealing to a[n] evangelical meeting as a religious bloc. Ronald Reagan 
said to 15 thousand evangelicals at the Roundtable in Dallas: “ I know that you can’t 
endorse me. I want you to know I endorse you and what you are doing.” 

To many Americans, that pledge was a sign and a symbol of a dangerous breakdown in 
the separation of church and state. Yet this principle, as vital as it is, is not a simplistic 
and rigid command. Separation of church and state cannot mean an absolute separation 
between moral principles and political power. The challenge today is to recall the origin 
of the principle, to define its purpose, and refine its application to the politics of the 
present. 

The founders of our nation had long and bitter experience with the state, as both the 
agent and the adversary of particular religious views. In colonial Maryland, Catholics 
paid a double land tax, and in Pennsylvania they had to list their names on a public roll 
– an ominous precursor of the first Nazi laws against the Jews. And Jews in turn faced 
discrimination in all of the thirteen original Colonies. Massachusetts exiled Roger 
Williams and his congregation for contending that civil government had no right to 
enforce the Ten Commandments. Virginia harassed Baptist teachers, and also 
established a religious test for public service, writing into the law that no “popish 
followers” could hold any office. 

But during the Revolution, Catholics, Jews, and Non-Conformists all rallied to the 
cause and fought valiantly for the American commonwealth – for John Winthrop’s 
“city upon a hill.” Afterwards, when the Constitution was ratified and then amended, 
the framers gave freedom for all religion, and from any established religion, the very 
first place in the Bill of Rights. 

Indeed the framers themselves professed very different faiths: Washington was an 
Episcopalian, Jefferson a deist, and Adams a Calvinist. And although he had earlier 
opposed toleration, John Adams later contributed to the building of Catholic churches, 
and so did George Washington. Thomas Jefferson said his proudest achievement was 



not the presidency, or the writing the Declaration of Independence, but drafting the 
Virginia Statute of Religious Freedom. He stated the vision of the first Americans and 
the First Amendment very clearly: “The God who gave us life gave us liberty at the 
same time.” 

The separation of church and state can sometimes be frustrating for women and men of 
religious faith. They may be tempted to misuse government in order to impose a value 
which they cannot persuade others to accept. But once we succumb to that temptation, 
we step onto a slippery slope where everyone’s freedom is at risk. Those who favor 
censorship should recall that one of the first books ever burned was the first English 
translation of the Bible. As President Eisenhower warned in 1953, “Don’t join the book 
burners...the right to say ideas, the right to record them, and the right to have them 
accessible to others is unquestioned – or this isn’t America.” And if that right is denied, 
at some future day the torch can be turned against any other book or any other belief. 
Let us never forget: Today’s Moral Majority could become tomorrow’s persecuted 
minority. 

The danger is as great now as when the founders of the nation first saw it. In 1789, their 
fear was of factional strife among dozens of denominations. Today there are hundreds – 
and perhaps even thousands of faiths – and millions of Americans who are outside any 
fold. Pluralism obviously does not and cannot mean that all of them are right; but it 
does mean that there are areas where government cannot and should not decide what it 
is wrong to believe, to think, to read, and to do. As Professor Larry Tribe, one of the 
nation’s leading constitutional scholars has written, “Law in a non-theocratic state 
cannot measure religious truth, nor can the state impose it." 

The real transgression occurs when religion wants government to tell citizens how to 
live uniquely personal parts of their lives. The failure of Prohibition proves the futility 
of such an attempt when a majority or even a substantial minority happens to disagree. 
Some questions may be inherently individual ones, or people may be sharply divided 
about whether they are. In such cases, like Prohibition and abortion, the proper role of 
religion is to appeal to the conscience of the individual, not the coercive power of the 
state.  

But there are other questions which are inherently public in nature, which we must 
decide together as a nation, and where religion and religious values can and should 
speak to our common conscience. The issue of nuclear war is a compelling example. It 
is a moral issue; it will be decided by government, not by each individual; and to give 
any effect to the moral values of their creed, people of faith must speak directly about 
public policy. The Catholic bishops and the Reverend Billy Graham have every right to 
stand for the nuclear freeze, and Dr. Falwell has every right to stand against it. 

There must be standards for the exercise of such leadership, so that the obligations of 
belief will not be debased into an opportunity for mere political advantage. But to take 
a stand at all when a question is both properly public and truly moral is to stand in a 
long and honored tradition. Many of the great evangelists of the 1800s were in the 
forefront of the abolitionist movement. In our own time, the Reverend William Sloane 
Coffin challenged the morality of the war in Vietnam. Pope John XXIII renewed the 
Gospel’s call to social justice. And Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. who was the greatest 



prophet of this century, awakened our nation and its conscience to the evil of racial 
segregation.  

Their words have blessed our world. And who now wishes they had been silent? Who 
would bid Pope John Paul [II] to quiet his voice against the oppression in Eastern 
Europe, the violence in Central America, or the crying needs of the landless, the 
hungry, and those who are tortured in so many of the dark political prisons of our time? 

President Kennedy, who said that “no religious body should seek to impose its will,” 
also urged religious leaders to state their views and give their commitment when the 
public debate involved ethical issues. In drawing the line between imposed will and 
essential witness, we keep church and state separate, and at the same time we recognize 
that the City of God should speak to the civic duties of men and women. 

There are four tests which draw that line and define the difference. 

First, we must respect the integrity of religion itself. 

People of conscience should be careful how they deal in the word of their Lord. In our 
own history, religion has been falsely invoked to sanction prejudice – even slavery – to 
condemn labor unions and public spending for the poor. I believe that the prophecy, 
”The poor you have always with you” is an indictment, not a commandment. And I 
respectfully suggest that God has taken no position on the Department of Education – 
and that a balanced budget constitutional amendment is a matter of economic analysis, 
and not heavenly appeals. 

Religious values cannot be excluded from every public issue; but not every public issue 
involves religious values. And how ironic it is when those very values are denied in the 
name of religion. For example, we are sometimes told that it is wrong to feed the 
hungry, but that mission is an explicit mandate given to us in the 25th  chapter of 
Matthew. 

Second, we must respect the independent judgments of conscience. 

Those who proclaim moral and religious values can offer counsel, but they should not 
casually treat a position on a public issue as a test of fealty to faith. Just as I disagree 
with the Catholic bishops on tuition tax credits – which I oppose – so other Catholics 
can and do disagree with the hierarchy, on the basis of honest conviction, on the 
question of the nuclear freeze. 

Thus, the controversy about the Moral Majority arises not only from its views, but from 
its name – which, in the minds of many, seems to imply that only one set of public 
policies is moral and only one majority can possibly be right. Similarly, people are and 
should be perplexed when the religious lobbying group Christian Voice publishes a 
morality index of congressional voting records, which judges the morality of senators 
by their attitude toward Zimbabwe and Taiwan.  

Let me offer another illustration. Dr. Falwell has written–and I quote: “To stand against 
Israel is to stand against God.” Now there is no one in the Senate who has stood more 
firmly for Israel than I have. Yet, I do not doubt the faith of those on the other side. 
Their error is not one of religion, but of policy. And I hope to be able to persuade them 
that they are wrong in terms of both America’s interest and the justice of Israel’s cause. 



Respect for conscience is most in jeopardy, and the harmony of our diverse society is 
most at risk, when we re-establish, directly or indirectly, a religious test for public 
office. That relic of the colonial era, which is specifically prohibited in the Constitution, 
has reappeared in recent years. After the last election, the Reverend James Robison 
warned President Reagan no to surround himself, as president before him had, “with 
the counsel of the ungodly.” I utterly reject any such standard for any position 
anywhere in public service. Two centuries ago, the victims were Catholics and Jews. In 
the 1980s the victims could be atheists; in some other day or decade, they could be the 
members of the Thomas Road Baptist Church. Indeed, in 1976 I regarded it as 
unworthy and un-American when some people said or hinted that Jimmy Carter should 
not be president because he was a born again Christian. We must never judge the 
fitness of individuals to govern on the bas[is] of where they worship, whether they 
follow Christ or Moses, whether they are called “born again” or “ungodly.” Where it is 
right to apply moral values to public life, let all of us avoid the temptation to be self-
righteous and absolutely certain of ourselves. And if that temptation ever comes, let us 
recall Winston Churchill’s humbling description of an intolerant and inflexible 
colleague: “There but for the grace of God goes God.” 

Third, in applying religious values, we must respect the integrity of public debate. 

In that debate, faith is no substitute for facts. Critics may oppose the nuclear freeze for 
what they regard as moral reasons. They have every right to argue that any negotiation 
with the Soviets is wrong, or that any accommodation with them sanctions their crimes, 
or that no agreement can be good enough and therefore all agreements only increase the 
chance of war. I do not believe that, but it surely does not violate the standard of fair 
public debate to say it. What does violate that standard, what the opponents of the 
nuclear freeze have no right to do, is to assume that they are infallible, and so any 
argument against the freeze will do, whether it is false or true. 

The nuclear freeze proposal is not unilateral, but bilateral – with equal restraints on the 
United States and the Soviet Union. The nuclear freeze does not require that we trust 
the Russians, but demands full and effective verification. The nuclear freeze does not 
concede a Soviet lead in nuclear weapons, but recognizes that human beings in each 
great power already have in their fallible hands the overwhelming capacity to remake 
into a pile of radioactive rubble the earth which God has made.  

There is no morality in the mushroom cloud. The black rain of nuclear ashes will fall 
alike on the just and the unjust. And then it will be too late to wish that we had done the 
real work of this atomic age – which is to seek a world that is neither red nor dead. 

I am perfectly prepared to debate the nuclear freeze on policy grounds, or moral ones. 
But we should not be forced to discuss phantom issues or false charges. They only 
deflect us form the urgent task of deciding how best to prevent a planet divided from 
becoming a planet destroyed. 

And it does not advance the debate to contend that the arms race is more divine 
punishment than human problem, or that in any event, the final days are near. As Pope 
John said two decades ago, at the opening of the Second Vatican Council: “We must 
beware of those who burn with zeal, but are not endowed with much sense... we must 
disagree with the prophets of doom, who are always forecasting disasters, as though the 



end of the earth was at hand.” The message which echoes across the years is very clear: 
The earth is still here; and if we wish to keep it, a prophecy of doom is no alternative to 
a policy of arms control. 

Fourth, and finally, we must respect the motives of those who exercise their right to 
disagree. 

We sorely test our ability to live together if we readily question each other’s integrity. It 
may be harder to restrain our feelings when moral principles are at stake, for they go to 
the deepest wellsprings of our being. But the more our feelings diverge, the more 
deeply felt they are, the greater is our obligation to grant the sincerity and essential 
decency of our fellow citizens on the other side. 

Those who favor E.R.A [Equal Rights Amendment] are not “antifamily” or 
“blasphemers.” And their purpose is not “an attack on the Bible.” Rather, we believe 
this is the best way to fix in our national firmament the ideal that not only all men, but 
all people are created equal. Indeed, my mother, who strongly favors E.R.A., would be 
surprised to hear that she is anti-family. For my part, I think of the amendment’s 
opponents as wrong on the issue, but not as lacking in moral character 

I could multiply the instances of name-calling, sometimes on both sides. Dr. Falwell is 
not a “warmonger.” And “liberal clergymen” are not, as the Moral Majority suggested 
in a recent letter, equivalent to “Soviet sympathizers.” The critics of official prayer in 
public schools are not “Pharisees”; many of them are both civil libertarians and 
believers, who think that families should pray more at home with their children, and 
attend church and synagogue more faithfully. And people are not sexist because they 
stand against abortion, and they are not murderers because they believe in free choice. 
Nor does it help anyone’s cause to shout such epithets, or to try and shout a speaker 
down – which is what happened last April when Dr. Falwell was hissed and heckled at 
Harvard. So I am doubly grateful for your courtesy here this evening. That was not 
Harvard’s finest hour, but I am happy to say that the loudest applause from the Harvard 
audience came in defense of Dr. Falwell’s right to speak. 

In short, I hope for an America where neither "fundamentalist" nor "humanist" will be a 
dirty word, but a fair description of the different ways in which people of good will 
look at life and into their own souls. 

I hope for an America where no president, no public official, no individual will ever be 
deemed a greater or lesser American because of religious doubt – or religious belief. 

I hope for an America where the power of faith will always burn brightly, but where no 
modern Inquisition of any kind will ever light the fires of fear, coercion, or angry 
division. 

I hope for an America where we can all contend freely and vigorously, but where we 
will treasure and guard those standards of civility which alone make this nation safe for 
both democracy and diversity. 

Twenty years ago this fall, in New York City, President Kennedy met for the last time 
with a Protestant assembly. The atmosphere had been transformed since his earlier 
address during the 1960 campaign to the Houston Ministerial Association. He had 
spoken there to allay suspicions about his Catholicism, and to answer those who 



claimed that on the day of his baptism, he was somehow disqualified from becoming 
President. His speech in Houston and then his election drove that prejudice from the 
center of our national life. Now, three years later, in November of 1963, he was 
appearing before the Protestant Council of New York City to reaffirm what he regarded 
as some fundamental truths. On that occasion, John Kennedy said: “The family of man 
is not limited to a single race or religion, to a single city, or country...the family of man 
is nearly 3 billion strong. Most of its members are not white and most of them are not 
Christian.” And as President Kennedy reflected on that reality, he restated an ideal for 
which he had lived his life – that “the members of this family should be at peace with 
one another.” 

That ideal shines across all the generations of our history and all the ages of our faith, 
carrying with it the most ancient dream. For as the Apostle Paul wrote long ago in 
Romans: “If it be possible, as much as it lieth in you, live peaceable with all men.” 

I believe it is possible; the choice lies within us; as fellow citizens, let us live peaceable 
with each other; as fellow human beings, let us strive to live peaceably with men and 
women everywhere. Let that be our purpose and our prayer, yours and mine – for 
ourselves, for our country, and for all the world. 

 

ELEANOR ROOSEVELT: ADDRESS TO THE UNITED NATIONS GENERAL 

ASSEMBLY (ON THE ADOPTION OF THE UNIVERSAL DECLARATION OF 

HUMAN RIGHTS) 

delivered on December 9, 1948 in Paris, France 
 

Mr. President, fellow delegates: 

The long and meticulous study and debate of which this Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights is the product means that it reflects the composite views of the many 
men and governments who have contributed to its formulation. Not every man nor 
every government can have what he wants in a document of this kind. There are of 
course particular provisions in the Declaration before us with which we are not fully 
satisfied. I have no doubt this is true of other delegations, and it would still be true if we 
continued our labors over many years. Taken as a whole the Delegation of the United 
States believes that this a good document – even a great document – and we propose to 
give it our full support. The position of the United States on the various parts of the 
Declaration is a matter of record in the Third Committee. I shall not burden the 
Assembly, and particularly my colleagues of the Third Committee, with a restatement 
of that position here. 

I should like to comment briefly on the amendments proposed by the Soviet delegation. 
The language of these amendments has been dressed up somewhat, but the substance is 
the same as the amendments which were offered by the Soviet delegation in committee 
and rejected after exhaustive discussion. Substantially the same amendments have been 
previously considered and rejected Human Rights Commission. We in the United 
States admire those who fight for their convictions, and the Soviet delegation has 
fought for their convictions. But in the older democracies we have learned that 
sometimes we bow to the will of the majority. In doing that, we do not give up our 



convictions. We continue sometimes to persuade, and eventually we may be successful. 
But we know that we have to work together and we have to progress. So, we believe 
that when we have made a good fight, and the majority is against us, it is perhaps better 
tactics to try to cooperate.  

I feel bound to say that I think perhaps it is somewhat of an imposition on this 
Assembly to have these amendments offered again here, and I am confident that they 
will be rejected without debate.  

The first two paragraphs of the amendment to article 3 deal with the question of 
minorities, which committee 3 decided required further study, and has recommended, 
in a separate resolution, their reference to the Economic and Social Council and the 
Human Rights Commission. As set out in the Soviet amendment, this provision clearly 
states "group," and not individual, rights.  

The Soviet amendment to article 20 is obviously a very restrictive statement of the right 
to freedom of opinion and expression. It sets up standards which would enable any state 
practically to deny all freedom of opinion and expression without violating the article. 
It introduces the terms "democratic view," "democratic systems," "democratic state," 
and "fascism," which we know all too well from debates in this Assembly over the past 
two years on warmongering and related subjects are liable to the most flagrant abuse 
and diverse interpretation. 

The statement of the Soviet delegate here tonight is a very good case in point on this. 
The Soviet amendment of article 22 introduces new elements into the article without 
improving the committed text and again introduces specific reference to discrimination. 
As was repeatedly pointed out in committee 3, the question of discrimination is 
comprehensively covered in article 2 of the Declaration, so that is restatement 
elsewhere is completely unnecessary and also has the effect of weakening the 
comprehensive principles stated in article 2. The new article proposed by the Soviet 
delegation is but a restatement of State obligation, which the Soviet delegation 
attempted to introduce into practically every article in the Declaration. It would convert 
the Declaration into a document stating obligations on states, thereby changing 
completely its character as a statement of principles to serve as a common standard of 
achievement for the members of the United Nations.  

The Soviet proposal for deferring consideration of the Declaration to the 4th  session of 
the Assembly requires no comment. And identical text was rejected in committee 3 by 
a vote of 6 in favor and 26 against. We are all agreed, I am sure, that the Declaration, 
which as been worked on with such great effort in devotion, and over such a long 
period of time, must be approved by this Assembly at this session. 

Certain provisions of the Declaration are stated in such broad terms as to be acceptable 
only because of the provisions in article 30 providing for limitation on the exercise of 
the rights for the purpose of meeting the requirements of morality, public order, and the 
general welfare. An example of this is the provision that everyone has the right to equal 
access to the public service in his country. The basic principle of equality and of 
nondiscrimination as to public employment is sound, but it cannot be accepted without 
limitation. My government, for example, would consider that this is unquestionably 
subject to limitation in the interest of public order and the general welfare. It would not 



consider that the exclusion from public employment of persons holding subversive 
political beliefs and not loyal to the basic principles and practices of the constitution 
and laws of the country would in any way infringe upon this right. 

Likewise, my Government has made it clear in the course of the development of the 
Declaration that it does not consider that the economic and social and cultural rights 
stated in the Declaration imply an obligation on governments to assure the enjoyment 
of these rights by direct governmental action. This was made quite clear in the Human 
Rights Commission text of article 23 that served as a so-called "umbrella" article to the 
articles on economic and social rights. We consider that the principle has not been 
affected by the fact that this article no longer contains a reference to the articles which 
follow it. This in no way affects our whole-hearted support for the basic principles of 
economic, social, and cultural rights set forth in these articles. 

In giving our approval to the Declaration today it is of primary importance that we keep 
clearly in mind the basic character of the document. It is not a treaty; it is not an 
international agreement. It is not and does not purport to be a statement of of law or of 
legal obligation. It is a Declaration of basic principles of human rights and freedoms, to 
be stamped with the approval of the General Assembly by formal vote of its members, 
and to serve as a common standard of achievement for all peoples of all nations. 

We stand today at the threshold of a great event both in the life of the United Nations 
and in the life of mankind. This Universal Declaration of Human Rights may well 
become the international Magna Carta of all men everywhere. We hope its 
proclamation by the General Assembly will be an event comparable to the proclamation 
of the Declaration of the Rights of Man by the French people in 1789, the adoption of 
the Bill of Rights by the people of the United States, and the adoption of comparable 
declarations at different times in other countries. 

At a time when there are so many issues on which we find it difficult to reach a 
common basis of agreement, it is a significant fact that 58 states have found such a 
large measure of agreement in the complex field of human rights. This must be taken as 
testimony of our common aspiration first voiced in the Charter of the United Nations to 
lift men everywhere to a higher standard of life and to a greater enjoyment of freedom. 
Man’s desire for peace lies behind this Declaration. The realization that the fragrant 
violation of human rights by Nazi and Fascist countries sowed the seeds of the last 
world war has supplied the impetus for the work which brings us to the moment of 
achievement here today. 

In a recent speech in Canada, Gladstone Murray said: 

“The central fact is that man is fundamentally a moral being, that the light we 
have is imperfect does not matter so long as we are always trying to improve it 
… we are equal in sharing the moral freedom that distinguishes us as men. 
Man’s status makes each individual an end in himself. No man is by nature 
simply the servant of the state or of another man … the ideal and fact of freedom 
– and not technology – are the true distinguishing marks of our civilization.”  

This Declaration is based upon the spiritual fact that man must have freedom in which 
to develop his full stature and through common effort to raise the level of human 
dignity. We have much to do to fully achieve and to assure the rights set forth in this 



Declaration. But having them put before us with the moral backing of 58 nations will 
be a great step forward. 

As we here bring to fruition our labors on this Declaration of Human Rights, we must 
at the same time rededicate ourselves to the unfinished task which lies before us. We 
can now move on with new courage and inspiration to the completion of an 
international covenant on human rights and of measures for the implementation of 
human rights. 

In conclusion, I feel that I cannot do better than to repeat the call to action by Secretary 
Marshall in his opening statement to this Assembly:  

“Let this third regular session of the General Assembly approve by an 
overwhelming majority the Declaration of Human Rights as a standard of 
conduct for all; and let us, as Members of the United Nations, conscious of our 
own short-comings and imperfections, join our effort in good faith to live up to 
this high standard.” 

 

FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT: PEARL HARBOR ADDRESS TO THE 

NATION 
delivered on December 8, 1941 

 

Mr. Vice President, Mr. Speaker, Members of the Senate, and of the House of 
Representatives: 

Yesterday, December 7th, 1941 – a date which will live in infamy – the United States 
of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the 
Empire of Japan. 

The United States was at peace with that nation and, at the solicitation of Japan, was 
still in conversation with its government and its emperor looking toward the 
maintenance of peace in the Pacific. 

Indeed, one hour after Japanese air squadrons had commenced bombing in the 
American island of Oahu, the Japanese ambassador to the United States and his 
colleague delivered to our Secretary of State a formal reply to a recent American 
message. And while this reply stated that it seemed useless to continue the existing 
diplomatic negotiations, it contained no threat or hint of war or of armed attack. 

It will be recorded that the distance of Hawaii from Japan makes it obvious that the 
attack was deliberately planned many days or even weeks ago. During the intervening 
time, the Japanese government has deliberately sought to deceive the United States by 
false statements and expressions of hope for continued peace. 

The attack yesterday on the Hawaiian Islands has caused severe damage to American 
naval and military forces. I regret to tell you that very many American lives have been 
lost. In addition, American ships have been reported torpedoed on the high seas 
between San Francisco and Honolulu. 

Yesterday, the Japanese government also launched an attack against Malaya. 

Last night, Japanese forces attacked Hong Kong. 



Last night, Japanese forces attacked Guam. 

Last night, Japanese forces attacked the Philippine Islands. 

Last night, the Japanese attacked Wake Island. 

And this morning, the Japanese attacked Midway Island. 

Japan has, therefore, undertaken a surprise offensive extending throughout the Pacific 
area. The facts of yesterday and today speak for themselves. The people of the United 
States have already formed their opinions and well understand the implications to the 
very life and safety of our nation. 

As commander in chief of the Army and Navy, I have directed that all measures be 
taken for our defense. But always will our whole nation remember the character of the 
onslaught against us. 

No matter how long it may take us to overcome this premeditated invasion, the 
American people in their righteous might will win through to absolute victory. 

I believe that I interpret the will of the Congress and of the people when I assert that we 
will not only defend ourselves to the uttermost, but will make it very certain that this 
form of treachery shall never again endanger us. 

Hostilities exist. There is no blinking at the fact that our people, our territory, and our 
interests are in grave danger. 

With confidence in our armed forces, with the unbounding determination of our people, 
we will gain the inevitable triumph – so help us God. 

I ask that the Congress declare that since the unprovoked and dastardly attack by Japan 
on Sunday, December 7th, 1941, a state of war has existed between the United States 
and the Japanese empire. 

 

FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT: THE FOUR FREEDOMS 

delivered on January 6, 1941 

 

Mr. President, Mr. Speaker, members of the 77th Congress: 

I address you, the members of this new Congress, at a moment unprecedented in the 
history of the union.  I use the word “unprecedented” because at no previous time has 
American security been as seriously threatened from without as it is today. 

Since the permanent formation of our government under the Constitution in 1789, most 
of the periods of crisis in our history have related to our domestic affairs.  And, 
fortunately, only one of these – the four-year war between the States – ever threatened 
our national unity.  Today, thank God, 130,000,000 Americans in 48 States have 
forgotten points of the compass in our national unity. 

It is true that prior to 1914 the United States often has been disturbed by events in other 
continents.  We have even engaged in two wars with European nations and in a number 
of undeclared wars in the West Indies, in the Mediterranean and in the Pacific, for the 
maintenance of American rights and for the principles of peaceful commerce.  But in 



no case had a serious threat been raised against our national safety or our continued 
independence. 

What I seek to convey is the historic truth that the United States as a nation has at all 
times maintained opposition – clear, definite opposition – to any attempt to lock us in 
behind an ancient Chinese wall while the procession of civilization went past. Today, 
thinking of our children and of their children, we oppose enforced isolation for 
ourselves or for any other part of the Americas. 

That determination of ours, extending over all these years, was proved, for example, in 
the early days during the quarter century of wars following the French Revolution.  
While the Napoleonic struggles did threaten interests of the United States because of 
the French foothold in the West Indies and in Louisiana, and while we engaged in the 
War of 1812 to vindicate our right to peaceful trade, it is nevertheless clear that neither 
France nor Great Britain nor any other nation was aiming at domination of the whole 
world. 

And in like fashion, from 1815 to 1914 – ninety-nine years – no single war in Europe or 
in Asia constituted a real threat against our future or against the future of any other 
American nation. 

Except in the Maximilian interlude in Mexico, no foreign power sought to establish 
itself in this hemisphere. And the strength of the British fleet in the Atlantic has been a 
friendly strength; it is still a friendly strength. 

Even when the World War broke out in 1914, it seemed to contain only small threat of 
danger to our own American future.  But as time went on, as we remember, the 
American people began to visualize what the downfall of democratic nations might 
mean to our own democracy. 

We need not overemphasize imperfections in the peace of Versailles. We need not harp 
on failure of the democracies to deal with problems of world reconstruction. We should 
remember that the peace of 1919 was far less unjust than the kind of pacification which 
began even before Munich, and which is being carried on under the new order of 
tyranny that seeks to spread over every continent today. The American people have 
unalterably set their faces against that tyranny. 

I suppose that every realist knows that the democratic way of life is at this moment 
being directly assailed in every part of the world – assailed either by arms or by secret 
spreading of poisonous propaganda by those who seek to destroy unity and promote 
discord in nations that are still at peace. During 16 long months this assault has blotted 
out the whole pattern of democratic life in an appalling number of independent nations, 
great and small.  And the assailants are still on the march, threatening other nations, 
great and small. 

Therefore, as your President, performing my constitutional duty to "give to the 
Congress information of the state of the union," I find it unhappily necessary to report 
that the future and the safety of our country and of our democracy are overwhelmingly 
involved in events far beyond our borders. 

Armed defense of democratic existence is now being gallantly waged in four 
continents.  If that defense fails, all the population and all the resources of Europe and 



Asia, and Africa and Austral-Asia will be dominated by conquerors.  And let us 
remember that the total of those populations in those four continents, the total of those 
populations and their resources greatly exceed the sum total of the population and the 
resources of the whole of the Western Hemisphere – yes, many times over. 

In times like these it is immature – and, incidentally, untrue – for anybody to brag that 
an unprepared America, single-handed and with one hand tied behind its back, can hold 
off the whole world. 

No realistic American can expect from a dictator’s peace international generosity, or 
return of true independence, or world disarmament, or freedom of expression, or 
freedom of religion – or even good business.  Such a peace would bring no security for 
us or for our neighbors.  Those who would give up essential liberty to purchase a little 
temporary safety deserve neither liberty nor safety. 

As a nation we may take pride in the fact that we are soft-hearted; but we cannot afford 
to be soft-headed.  We must always be wary of those who with sounding brass and a 
tinkling cymbal preach the "ism" of appeasement.  We must especially beware of that 
small group of selfish men who would clip the wings of the American eagle in order to 
feather their own nests. 

I have recently pointed out how quickly the tempo of modern warfare could bring into 
our very midst the physical attack which we must eventually expect if the dictator 
nations win this war. 

There is much loose talk of our immunity from immediate and direct invasion from 
across the seas.  Obviously, as long as the British Navy retains its power, no such 
danger exists.  Even if there were no British Navy, it is not probable that any enemy 
would be stupid enough to attack us by landing troops in the United States from across 
thousands of miles of ocean, until it had acquired strategic bases from which to operate. 

But we learn much from the lessons of the past years in Europe – particularly the lesson 
of Norway, whose essential seaports were captured by treachery and surprise built up 
over a series of years. The first phase of the invasion of this hemisphere would not be 
the landing of regular troops.  The necessary strategic points would be occupied by 
secret agents and by their dupes – and great numbers of them are already here and in 
Latin America. As long as the aggressor nations maintain the offensive they, not we, 
will choose the time and the place and the method of their attack. 

And that is why the future of all the American Republics is today in serious danger.  
That is why this annual message to the Congress is unique in our history.  That is why 
every member of the executive branch of the government and every member of the 
Congress face great responsibility, great accountability. The need of the moment is that 
our actions and our policy should be devoted primarily – almost exclusively – to 
meeting this foreign peril.  For all our domestic problems are now a part of the great 
emergency. 

Just as our national policy in internal affairs has been based upon a decent respect for 
the rights and the dignity of all our fellow men within our gates, so our national policy 
in foreign affairs has been based on a decent respect for the rights and the dignity of all 
nations, large and small.  And the justice of morality must and will win in the end. 



Our national policy is this: 

First, by an impressive expression of the public will and without regard to partisanship, 
we are committed to all-inclusive national defense. 

Secondly, by an impressive expression of the public will and without regard to 
partisanship, we are committed to full support of all those resolute people everywhere 
who are resisting aggression and are thereby keeping war away from our 
hemisphere. By this support we express our determination that the democratic cause 
shall prevail, and we strengthen the defense and the security of our own nation. 

Third, by an impressive expression of the public will and without regard to 
partisanship, we are committed to the proposition that principles of morality and 
considerations for our own security will never permit us to acquiesce in a peace 
dictated by aggressors and sponsored by appeasers. We know that enduring peace 
cannot be bought at the cost of other people’s freedom. 

In the recent national election there was no substantial difference between the two great 
parties in respect to that national policy. No issue was fought out on this line before the 
American electorate.  And today it is abundantly evident that American citizens 
everywhere are demanding and supporting speedy and complete action in recognition 
of obvious danger. 

Therefore, the immediate need is a swift and driving increase in our armament 
production. Leaders of industry and labor have responded to our summons. Goals of 
speed have been set. In some cases these goals are being reached ahead of time. In 
some cases we are on schedule; in other cases there are slight but not serious 
delays. And in some cases – and, I am sorry to say, very important cases – we are all 
concerned by the slowness of the accomplishment of our plans. 

The Army and Navy, however, have made substantial progress during the past 
year. Actual experience is improving and speeding up our methods of production with 
every passing day. And today’s best is not good enough for tomorrow. 

I am not satisfied with the progress thus far made. The men in charge of the program 
represent the best in training, in ability, and in patriotism. They are not satisfied with 
the progress thus far made.  None of us will be satisfied until the job is done. 

No matter whether the original goal was set too high or too low, our objective is 
quicker and better results. 

To give you two illustrations: 

We are behind schedule in turning out finished airplanes. We are working day and 
night to solve the innumerable problems and to catch up. 

We are ahead of schedule in building warships, but we are working to get even further 
ahead of that schedule. 

To change a whole nation from a basis of peacetime production of implements of peace 
to a basis of wartime production of implements of war is no small task. And the 
greatest difficulty comes at the beginning of the program, when new tools, new plant 
facilities, new assembly lines, new shipways must first be constructed before the actual 
material begins to flow steadily and speedily from them. 



The Congress of course, must rightly keep itself informed at all times of the progress of 
the program.  However, there is certain information, as the Congress itself will readily 
recognize, which, in the interests of our own security and those of the nations that we 
are supporting, must of needs be kept in confidence. 

New circumstances are constantly begetting new needs for our safety. I shall ask this 
Congress for greatly increased new appropriations and authorizations to carry on what 
we have begun. 

I also ask this Congress for authority and for funds sufficient to manufacture additional 
munitions and war supplies of many kinds, to be turned over to those nations which are 
now in actual war with aggressor nations. Our most useful and immediate role is to act 
as an arsenal for them as well as for ourselves. They do not need manpower, but they 
do need billions of dollars’ worth of the weapons of defense. 

The time is near when they will not be able to pay for them all in ready cash.  We 
cannot, and we will not, tell them that they must surrender merely because of present 
inability to pay for the weapons which we know they must have. 

I do not recommend that we make them a loan of dollars with which to pay for these 
weapons – a loan to be repaid in dollars. I recommend that we make it possible for 
those nations to continue to obtain war materials in the United States, fitting their 
orders into our own program. And nearly all of their material would, if the time ever 
came, be useful in our own defense. 

Taking counsel of expert military and naval authorities, considering what is best for our 
own security, we are free to decide how much should be kept here and how much 
should be sent abroad to our friends who, by their determined and heroic resistance, are 
giving us time in which to make ready our own defense. 

For what we send abroad we shall be repaid, repaid within a reasonable time following 
the close of hostilities, repaid in similar materials, or at our option in other goods of 
many kinds which they can produce and which we need. 

Let us say to the democracies: "We Americans are vitally concerned in your defense of 
freedom. We are putting forth our energies, our resources, and our organizing powers to 
give you the strength to regain and maintain a free world. We shall send you in ever-
increasing numbers, ships, planes, tanks, guns. That is our purpose and our pledge." 

In fulfillment of this purpose we will not be intimidated by the threats of dictators that 
they will regard as a breach of international law or as an act of war our aid to the 
democracies which dare to resist their aggression. Such aid – Such aid is not an act of 
war, even if a dictator should unilaterally proclaim it so to be. 

And when the dictators – if the dictators – are ready to make war upon us, they will not 
wait for an act of war on our part. 

They did not wait for Norway or Belgium or the Netherlands to commit an act of 
war. Their only interest is in a new one-way international law, which lacks mutuality in 
its observance and therefore becomes an instrument of oppression. The happiness of 
future generations of Americans may well depend on how effective and how immediate 
we can make our aid felt. No one can tell the exact character of the emergency 



situations that we may be called upon to meet. The nation’s hands must not be tied 
when the nation’s life is in danger. 

Yes, and we must prepare, all of us prepare, to make the sacrifices that the emergency – 
almost as serious as war itself – demands. Whatever stands in the way of speed and 
efficiency in defense, in defense preparations of any kind, must give way to the national 
need. 

A free nation has the right to expect full cooperation from all groups. A free nation has 
the right to look to the leaders of business, of labor, and of agriculture to take the lead 
in stimulating effort, not among other groups but within their own group. 

The best way of dealing with the few slackers or trouble-makers in our midst is, first, to 
shame them by patriotic example, and if that fails, to use the sovereignty of government 
to save government. 

As men do not live by bread alone, they do not fight by armaments alone. Those who 
man our defenses and those behind them who build our defenses must have the stamina 
and the courage which come from unshakable belief in the manner of life which they 
are defending. The mighty action that we are calling for cannot be based on a disregard 
of all the things worth fighting for. 

The nation takes great satisfaction and much strength from the things which have been 
done to make its people conscious of their individual stake in the preservation of 
democratic life in America.  Those things have toughened the fiber of our people, have 
renewed their faith and strengthened their devotion to the institutions we make ready to 
protect. 

Certainly this is no time for any of us to stop thinking about the social and economic 
problems which are the root cause of the social revolution which is today a supreme 
factor in the world. For there is nothing mysterious about the foundations of a healthy 
and strong democracy. 

The basic things expected by our people of their political and economic systems are 
simple. They are: 

Equality of opportunity for youth and for others. 

Jobs for those who can work. 

Security for those who need it. 

The ending of special privilege for the few. 

The preservation of civil liberties for all. 

The enjoyment – The enjoyment of the fruits of scientific progress in a wider and 
constantly rising standard of living. 

These are the simple, the basic things that must never be lost sight of in the turmoil and 
unbelievable complexity of our modern world. The inner and abiding strength of our 
economic and political systems is dependent upon the degree to which they fulfill these 
expectations. 

Many subjects connected with our social economy call for immediate improvement. As 
examples: 



We should bring more citizens under the coverage of old-age pensions and 
unemployment insurance. 

We should widen the opportunities for adequate medical care. 

We should plan a better system by which persons deserving or needing gainful 
employment may obtain it. 

I have called for personal sacrifice, and I am assured of the willingness of almost all 
Americans to respond to that call. A part of the sacrifice means the payment of more 
money in taxes. In my budget message I will recommend that a greater portion of this 
great defense program be paid for from taxation than we are paying for today. No 
person should try, or be allowed to get rich out of the program, and the principle of tax 
payments in accordance with ability to pay should be constantly before our eyes to 
guide our legislation. 

If the Congress maintains these principles the voters, putting patriotism ahead 
pocketbooks, will give you their applause. 

In the future days, which we seek to make secure, we look forward to a world founded 
upon four essential human freedoms. 

The first is freedom of speech and expression – everywhere in the world. 

The second is freedom of every person to worship God in his own way everywhere in 
the world. 

The third is freedom from want, which, translated into world terms, means economic 
understandings which will secure to every nation a healthy peacetime life for its 
inhabitants – everywhere in the world. 

The fourth is freedom from fear, which, translated into world terms, means a world-
wide reduction of armaments to such a point and in such a thorough fashion that no 
nation will be in a position to commit an act of physical aggression against any 
neighbor – anywhere in the world. 

That is no vision of a distant millennium. It is a definite basis for a kind of world 
attainable in our own time and generation. That kind of world is the very antithesis of 
the so-called “new order” of tyranny which the dictators seek to create with the crash of 
a bomb. 

To that new order we oppose the greater conception – the moral order. A good society 
is able to face schemes of world domination and foreign revolutions alike without fear. 

Since the beginning of our American history we have been engaged in change, in a 
perpetual, peaceful revolution, a revolution which goes on steadily, quietly, adjusting 
itself to changing conditions without the concentration camp or the quicklime in the 
ditch. The world order which we seek is the cooperation of free countries, working 
together in a friendly, civilized society. 

This nation has placed its destiny in the hands and heads and hearts of its millions of 
free men and women, and its faith in freedom under the guidance of God. Freedom 
means the supremacy of human rights everywhere. Our support goes to those who 
struggle to gain those rights and keep them. Our strength is our unity of purpose. 



To that high concept there can be no end save victory. 

 

FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT: "THE GREAT ARSENAL OF 

DEMOCRACY"  

delivered on December 29, 1940 

 

My friends:  

This is not a fireside chat on war. It is a talk on national security; because the nub of the 
whole purpose of your President is to keep you now, and your children later, and your 
grandchildren much later, out of a last-ditch war for the preservation of American 
independence, and all of the things that American independence means to you and to 
me and to ours.  

Tonight, in the presence of a world crisis, my mind goes back eight years to a night in 
the midst of a domestic crisis. It was a time when the wheels of American industry 
were grinding to a full stop, when the whole banking system of our country had ceased 
to function. I well remember that while I sat in my study in the White House, preparing 
to talk with the people of the United States, I had before my eyes the picture of all those 
Americans with whom I was talking. I saw the workmen in the mills, the mines, the 
factories, the girl behind the counter, the small shopkeeper, the farmer doing his Spring 
plowing, the widows and the old men wondering about their life’s savings. I tried to 
convey to the great mass of American people what the banking crisis meant to them in 
their daily lives.  

Tonight, I want to do the same thing, with the same people, in this new crisis which 
faces America. We met the issue of 1933 with courage and realism. We face this new 
crisis, this new threat to the security of our nation, with the same courage and realism. 
Never before since Jamestown and Plymouth Rock has our American civilization been 
in such danger as now. For on September 27th, 1940 – this year – by an agreement 
signed in Berlin, three powerful nations, two in Europe and one in Asia, joined 
themselves together in the threat that if the United States of America interfered with or 
blocked the expansion program of these three nations – a program aimed at world 
control – they would unite in ultimate action against the United States.  

The Nazi masters of Germany have made it clear that they intend not only to dominate 
all life and thought in their own country, but also to enslave the whole of Europe, and 
then to use the resources of Europe to dominate the rest of the world. It was only three 
weeks ago that their leader stated this: "There are two worlds that stand opposed to 
each other." And then in defiant reply to his opponents he said this: "Others are correct 
when they say: ‘With this world we cannot ever reconcile ourselves.’’’ I can beat any 
other power in the world." So said the leader of the Nazis.  

In other words, the Axis not merely admits but the Axis proclaims that there can be no 
ultimate peace between their philosophy – their philosophy of government – and our 
philosophy of government. In view of the nature of this undeniable threat, it can be 
asserted, properly and categorically, that the United States has no right or reason to 
encourage talk of peace until the day shall come when there is a clear intention on the 



part of the aggressor nations to abandon all thought of dominating or conquering the 
world.  

At this moment the forces of the States that are leagued against all peoples who live in 
freedom are being held away from our shores. The Germans and the Italians are being 
blocked on the other side of the Atlantic by the British and by the Greeks, and by 
thousands of soldiers and sailors who were able to escape from subjugated countries. In 
Asia the Japanese are being engaged by the Chinese nation in another great defense. In 
the Pacific Ocean is our fleet.  

Some of our people like to believe that wars in Europe and in Asia are of no concern to 
us. But it is a matter of most vital concern to us that European and Asiatic war-makers 
should not gain control of the oceans which lead to this hemisphere. One hundred and 
seventeen years ago the Monroe Doctrine was conceived by our government as a 
measure of defense in the face of a threat against this hemisphere by an alliance in 
Continental Europe. Thereafter, we stood guard in the Atlantic, with the British as 
neighbors. There was no treaty. There was no "unwritten agreement." And yet there 
was the feeling, proven correct by history, that we as neighbors could settle any 
disputes in peaceful fashion. And the fact is that during the whole of this time the 
Western Hemisphere has remained free from aggression from Europe or from Asia.  

Does anyone seriously believe that we need to fear attack anywhere in the Americas 
while a free Britain remains our most powerful naval neighbor in the Atlantic? And 
does anyone seriously believe, on the other hand, that we could rest easy if the Axis 
powers were our neighbors there? If Great Britain goes down, the Axis powers will 
control the Continents of Europe, Asia, Africa, Austral-Asia, and the high seas. And 
they will be in a position to bring enormous military and naval resources against this 
hemisphere. It is no exaggeration to say that all of us in all the Americas would be 
living at the point of a gun – a gun loaded with explosive bullets, economic as well as 
military. We should enter upon a new and terrible era in which the whole world, our 
hemisphere included, would be run by threats of brute force. And to survive in such a 
world, we would have to convert ourselves permanently into a militaristic power on the 
basis of war economy.  

Some of us like to believe that even if Britain falls, we are still safe, because of the 
broad expanse of the Atlantic and of the Pacific. But the width of those oceans is not 
what it was in the days of clipper ships. At one point between Africa and Brazil the 
distance is less than it is from Washington to Denver, Colorado, five hours for the latest 
type of bomber. And at the north end of the Pacific Ocean, America and Asia almost 
touch each other. Why, even today we have planes that could fly from the British Isles 
to New England and back again without refueling. And remember that the range of the 
modern bomber is ever being increased.  

During the past week many people in all parts of the nation have told me what they 
wanted me to say tonight. Almost all of them expressed a courageous desire to hear the 
plain truth about the gravity of the situation. One telegram, however, expressed the 
attitude of the small minority who want to see no evil and hear no evil, even though 
they know in their hearts that evil exists. That telegram begged me not to tell again of 
the ease with which our American cities could be bombed by any hostile power which 
had gained bases in this Western Hemisphere. The gist of that telegram was: "Please, 



Mr. President, don’t frighten us by telling us the facts." Frankly and definitely there is 
danger ahead – danger against which we must prepare. But we well know that we 
cannot escape danger, or the fear of danger, by crawling into bed and pulling the covers 
over our heads.  

Some nations of Europe were bound by solemn nonintervention pacts with Germany. 
Other nations were assured by Germany that they need never fear invasion. 
Nonintervention pact or not, the fact remains that they were attacked, overrun, thrown 
into modern slavery at an hour’s notice – or even without any notice at all. As an exiled 
leader of one of these nations said to me the other day, "The notice was a minus 
quantity. It was given to my government two hours after German troops had poured 
into my country in a hundred places." The fate of these nations tells us what it means to 
live at the point of a Nazi gun.  

The Nazis have justified such actions by various pious frauds. One of these frauds is the 
claim that they are occupying a nation for the purpose of "restoring order." Another is 
that they are occupying or controlling a nation on the excuse that they are "protecting 
it" against the aggression of somebody else. For example, Germany has said that she 
was occupying Belgium to save the Belgians from the British. Would she then hesitate 
to say to any South American country: "We are occupying you to protect you from 
aggression by the United States"? Belgium today is being used as an invasion base 
against Britain, now fighting for its life. And any South American country, in Nazi 
hands, would always constitute a jumping off place for German attack on any one of 
the other republics of this hemisphere.  

Analyze for yourselves the future of two other places even nearer to Germany if the 
Nazis won. Could Ireland hold out? Would Irish freedom be permitted as an amazing 
pet exception in an unfree world? Or the islands of the Azores, which still fly the flag 
of Portugal after five centuries? You and I think of Hawaii as an outpost of defense in 
the Pacific. And yet the Azores are closer to our shores in the Atlantic than Hawaii is 
on the other side.  

There are those who say that the Axis powers would never have any desire to attack the 
Western Hemisphere. That is the same dangerous form of wishful thinking which has 
destroyed the powers of resistance of so many conquered peoples. The plain facts are 
that the Nazis have proclaimed, time and again, that all other races are their inferiors 
and therefore subject to their orders. And most important of all, the vast resources and 
wealth of this American hemisphere constitute the most tempting loot in all of the 
round world.  

Let us no longer blind ourselves to the undeniable fact that the evil forces which have 
crushed and undermined and corrupted so many others are already within our own 
gates. Your government knows much about them and every day is ferreting them out. 
Their secret emissaries are active in our own and in neighboring countries. They seek to 
stir up suspicion and dissension, to cause internal strife. They try to turn capital against 
labor, and vice versa. They try to reawaken long slumbering racial and religious 
enmities which should have no place in this country. They are active in every group 
that promotes intolerance. They exploit for their own ends our own natural  abhorrence 
of war. These trouble-breeders have but one purpose. It is to divide our people, to 



divide them into hostile groups and to destroy our unity and shatter our will to defend 
ourselves.  

There are also American citizens, many of them in high places, who, unwittingly in 
most cases, are aiding and abetting the work of these agents. I do not charge these 
American citizens with being foreign agents. But I do charge them with doing exactly 
the kind of work that the dictators want done in the United States. These people not 
only believe that we can save our own skins by shutting our eyes to the fate of other 
nations. Some of them go much further than that. They say that we can and should 
become the friends and even the partners of the Axis powers. Some of them even 
suggest that we should imitate the methods of the dictatorships. But Americans never 
can and never will do that.  

The experience of the past two years has proven beyond doubt that no nation can 
appease the Nazis. No man can tame a tiger into a kitten by stroking it. There can be no 
appeasement with ruthlessness. There can be no reasoning with an incendiary bomb. 
We know now that a nation can have peace with the Nazis only at the price of total 
surrender. Even the people of Italy have been forced to become accomplices of the 
Nazis; but at this moment they do not know how soon they will be embraced to death 
by their allies.  

The American appeasers ignore the warning to be found in the fate of Austria, 
Czechoslovakia, Poland, Norway, Belgium, the Netherlands, Denmark, and France. 
They tell you that the Axis powers are going to win anyway; that all of this bloodshed 
in the world could be saved, that the United States might just as well throw its influence 
into the scale of a dictated peace and get the best out of it that we can. They call it a 
"negotiated peace." Nonsense! Is it a negotiated peace if a gang of outlaws surrounds 
your community and on threat of extermination makes you pay tribute to save your own 
skins? For such a dictated peace would be no peace at all. It would be only another 
armistice, leading to the most gigantic armament race and the most devastating trade 
wars in all history. And in these contests the Americas would offer the only real 
resistance to the Axis power. With all their vaunted efficiency, with all their parade of 
pious purpose in this war, there are still in their background the concentration camp and 
the servants of God in chains.  

The history of recent years proves that the shootings and the chains and the 
concentration camps are not simply the transient tools but the very altars of modern 
dictatorships. They may talk of a "new order" in the world, but what they have in mind 
is only a revival of the oldest and the worst tyranny. In that there is no liberty, no 
religion, no hope. The proposed "new order" is the very opposite of a United States of 
Europe or a United States of Asia. It is not a government based upon the consent of the 
governed. It is not a union of ordinary, self-respecting men and women to protect 
themselves and their freedom and their dignity from oppression. It is an unholy alliance 
of power and pelf to dominate and to enslave the human race.  

The British people and their allies today are conducting an active war against this 
unholy alliance. Our own future security is greatly dependent on the outcome of that 
fight. Our ability to "keep out of war" is going to be affected by that outcome. Thinking 
in terms of today and tomorrow, I make the direct statement to the American people 
that there is far less chance of the United States getting into war if we do all we can 



now to support the nations defending themselves against attack by the Axis than if  we 
acquiesce in their defeat, submit tamely to an Axis victory, and wait our turn to be the 
object of attack in another war later on.  

If we are to be completely honest with ourselves, we must admit that there is risk in any 
course we may take. But I deeply believe that the great majority of our people agree 
that the course that I advocate involves the least risk now and the greatest hope for 
world peace in the future.  

The people of Europe who are defending themselves do not ask us to do their fighting. 
They ask us for the implements of war, the planes, the tanks, the guns, the freighters 
which will enable them to fight for their liberty and for our security. Emphatically, we 
must get these weapons to them, get them to them in sufficient volume and quickly 
enough so that we and our children will be saved the agony and suffering of war which 
others have had to endure.  

Let not the defeatists tell us that it is too late. It will never be earlier. Tomorrow will be 
later than today.  

Certain facts are self-evident.  

In a military sense Great Britain and the British Empire are today the spearhead of 
resistance to world conquest. And they are putting up a fight which will live forever in 
the story of human gallantry. There is no demand for sending an American 
expeditionary force outside our own borders. There is no intention by any member of 
your government to send such a force. You can therefore, nail, nail any talk about 
sending armies to Europe as deliberate untruth. Our national policy is not directed 
toward war. Its sole purpose is to keep war away from our country and away from our 
people.  

Democracy’s fight against world conquest is being greatly aided, and must be more 
greatly aided, by the rearmament of the United States and by sending every ounce and 
every ton of munitions and supplies that we can possibly spare to help the defenders 
who are in the front lines. And it is no more un-neutral for us to do that than it is for 
Sweden, Russia, and other nations near Germany to send steel and ore and oil and other 
war materials into Germany every day in the week.  

We are planning our own defense with the utmost urgency, and in its vast scale we 
must integrate the war needs of Britain and the other free nations which are resisting 
aggression. This is not a matter of sentiment or of controversial personal opinion. It is a 
matter of realistic, practical military policy, based on the advice of our military experts 
who are in close touch with existing warfare. These military and naval experts and the 
members of the Congress and the Administration have a single-minded purpose: the 
defense of the United States.  

This nation is making a great effort to produce everything that is necessary in this 
emergency, and with all possible speed. And this great effort requires great sacrifice. I 
would ask no one to defend a democracy which in turn would not defend every one in 
the nation against want and privation. The strength of this nation shall not be diluted by 
the failure of the government to protect the economic well-being of its citizens. If our 
capacity to produce is limited by machines, it must ever be remembered that these 
machines are operated by the skill and the stamina of the workers.  



As the government is determined to protect the rights of the workers, so the nation has 
a right to expect that the men who man the machines will discharge their full 
responsibilities to the urgent needs of defense. The worker possesses the same human 
dignity and is entitled to the same security of position as the engineer or the manager or 
the owner. For the workers provide the human power that turns out the destroyers, and 
the planes, and the tanks. The nation expects our defense industries to continue 
operation without interruption by strikes or lockouts. It expects and insists that 
management and workers will reconcile their differences by voluntary or legal means, 
to continue to produce the supplies that are so sorely needed. And on the economic side 
of our great defense program, we are, as you know, bending every effort to maintain 
stability of prices and with that the stability of the cost of living.  

Nine days ago I announced the setting up of a more effective organization to direct our 
gigantic efforts to increase the production of munitions. The appropriation of vast sums 
of money and a well-coordinated executive direction of our defense efforts are not in 
themselves enough. Guns, planes, ships and many other things have to be built in the 
factories and the arsenals of America. They have to be produced by workers and 
managers and engineers with the aid of machines which in turn have to be built by 
hundreds of thousands of workers throughout the land. In this great work there has been 
splendid cooperation between the government and industry and labor. And I am very 
thankful.  

American industrial genius, unmatched throughout all the world in the solution of 
production problems, has been called upon to bring its resources and its talents into 
action. Manufacturers of watches, of farm implements, of Linotypes and cash registers 
and automobiles, and sewing machines and lawn mowers and locomotives, are now 
making fuses and bomb packing crates and telescope mounts and shells and pistols and 
tanks.  

But all of our present efforts are not enough. We must have more ships, more guns, 
more planes – more of everything. And this can be accomplished only if we discard the 
notion of "business as usual." This job cannot be done merely by superimposing on the 
existing productive facilities the added requirements of the nation for defense. Our 
defense efforts must not be blocked by those who fear the future consequences of 
surplus plant capacity. The possible consequences of failure of our defense efforts now 
are much more to be feared. And after the present needs of our defense are past, a 
proper handling of the country’s peacetime needs will require all of the new productive 
capacity, if not still more. No pessimistic policy about the future of America shall delay 
the immediate expansion of those industries essential to defense. We need them.  

I want to make it clear that it is the purpose of the nation to build now with all possible 
speed every machine, every arsenal, every factory that we need to manufacture our 
defense material. We have the men, the skill, the wealth, and above all, the will. I am 
confident that if and when production of consumer or luxury goods in certain industries 
requires the use of machines and raw materials that are essential for defense purposes, 
then such production must yield, and will gladly yield, to our primary and compelling 
purpose.  

So I appeal to the owners of plants, to the managers, to the workers, to our own 
government employees to put every ounce of effort into producing these munitions 



swiftly and without stint. With this appeal I give you the pledge that all of us who are 
officers of your government will devote ourselves to the same whole-hearted extent to 
the great task that lies ahead.  

As planes and ships and guns and shells are produced, your government, with its 
defense experts, can then determine how best to use them to defend this hemisphere. 
The decision as to how much shall be sent abroad and how much shall remain at home 
must be made on the basis of our overall military necessities.  

We must be the great arsenal of democracy.  

For us this is an emergency as serious as war itself. We must apply ourselves to our 
task with the same resolution, the same sense of urgency, the same spirit of patriotism 
and sacrifice as we would show were we at war.  

We have furnished the British great material support and we will furnish far more in the 
future. There will be no "bottlenecks" in our determination to aid Great Britain. No 
dictator, no combination of dictators, will weaken that determination by threats of how 
they will construe that determination. The British have received invaluable military 
support from the heroic Greek Army and from the forces of all the governments in 
exile. Their strength is growing. It is the strength of men and women who value their 
freedom more highly than they value their lives.  

I believe that the Axis powers are not going to win this war. I base that belief on the 
latest and best of information.  

We have no excuse for defeatism. We have every good reason for hope – hope for 
peace, yes, and hope for the defense of our civilization and for the building of a better 
civilization in the future. I have the profound conviction that the American people are 
now determined to put forth a mightier effort than they have ever yet made to increase 
our production of all the implements of defense, to meet the threat to our democratic 
faith.  

As President of the United States, I call for that national effort. I call for it in the name 
of this nation which we love and honor and which we are privileged and proud to serve. 
I call upon our people with absolute confidence that our common cause will greatly 
succeed.  

 

JOHN F. KENNEDY: CIVIL RIGHTS ADDRESS 
delivered on June 11, 1963 

 

Good evening, my fellow citizens: 

This afternoon, following a series of threats and defiant statements, the presence of 
Alabama National Guardsmen was required on the University of Alabama to carry out 
the final and unequivocal order of the United States District Court of the Northern 
District of Alabama. That order called for the admission of two clearly qualified young 
Alabama residents who happened to have been born Negro. That they were admitted 
peacefully on the campus is due in good measure to the conduct of the students of the 
University of Alabama, who met their responsibilities in a constructive way. 



I hope that every American, regardless of where he lives, will stop and examine his 
conscience about this and other related incidents. This Nation was founded by men of 
many nations and backgrounds. It was founded on the principle that all men are created 
equal, and that the rights of every man are diminished when the rights of one man are 
threatened. 

Today, we are committed to a worldwide struggle to promote and protect the rights of 
all who wish to be free. And when Americans are sent to Vietnam or West Berlin, we 
do not ask for whites only. It oughta be possible, therefore, for American students of 
any color to attend any public institution they select without having to be backed up by 
troops. It oughta to be possible for American consumers of any color to receive equal 
service in places of public accommodation, such as hotels and restaurants and theaters 
and retail stores, without being forced to resort to demonstrations in the street, and it 
oughta be possible for American citizens of any color to register and to vote in a free 
election without interference or fear of reprisal. It oughta to be possible, in short, for 
every American to enjoy the privileges of being American without regard to his race or 
his color. In short, every American ought to have the right to be treated as he would 
wish to be treated, as one would wish his children to be treated. But this is not the case. 

The Negro baby born in America today, regardless of the section of the State in which 
he is born, has about one-half as much chance of completing a high school as a white 
baby born in the same place on the same day, one-third as much chance of completing 
college, one-third as much chance of becoming a professional man, twice as much 
chance of becoming unemployed, about one-seventh as much chance of earning 
$10,000 a year, a life expectancy which is 7 years shorter, and the prospects of earning 
only half as much. 

This is not a sectional issue. Difficulties over segregation and discrimination exist in 
every city, in every State of the Union, producing in many cities a rising tide of 
discontent that threatens the public safety. Nor is this a partisan issue. In a time of 
domestic crisis men of good will and generosity should be able to unite regardless of 
party or politics. This is not even a legal or legislative issue alone. It is better to settle 
these matters in the courts than on the streets, and new laws are needed at every level, 
but law alone cannot make men see right. We are confronted primarily with a moral 
issue. It is as old as the Scriptures and is as clear as the American Constitution. 

The heart of the question is whether all Americans are to be afforded equal rights and 
equal opportunities, whether we are going to treat our fellow Americans as we want to 
be treated. If an American, because his skin is dark, cannot eat lunch in a restaurant 
open to the public, if he cannot send his children to the best public school available, if 
he cannot vote for the public officials who will represent him, if, in short, he cannot 
enjoy the full and free life which all of us want, then who among us would be content 
to have the color of his skin changed and stand in his place? Who among us would then 
be content with the counsels of patience and delay? 

One hundred years of delay have passed since President Lincoln freed the slaves, yet 
their heirs, their grandsons, are not fully free. They are not yet freed from the bonds of 
injustice. They are not yet freed from social and economic oppression. And this Nation, 
for all its hopes and all its boasts, will not be fully free until all its citizens are free. 



We preach freedom around the world, and we mean it, and we cherish our freedom here 
at home, but are we to say to the world, and much more importantly, to each other that 
this is the land of the free except for the Negroes; that we have no second-class citizens 
except Negroes; that we have no class or caste system, no ghettoes, no master race 
except with respect to Negroes? 

Now the time has come for this Nation to fulfill its promise. The events in Birmingham 
and elsewhere have so increased the cries for equality that no city or State or legislative 
body can prudently choose to ignore them. The fires of frustration and discord are 
burning in every city, North and South, where legal remedies are not at hand. Redress is 
sought in the streets, in demonstrations, parades, and protests which create tensions and 
threaten violence and threaten lives. 

We face, therefore, a moral crisis as a country and a people. It cannot be met by 
repressive police action. It cannot be left to increased demonstrations in the streets. It 
cannot be quieted by token moves or talk. It is a time to act in the Congress, in your 
State and local legislative body and, above all, in all of our daily lives. It is not enough 
to pin the blame on others, to say this a problem of one section of the country or 
another, or deplore the facts that we face. A great change is at hand, and our task, our 
obligation, is to make that revolution, that change, peaceful and constructive for all. 
Those who do nothing are inviting shame, as well as violence. Those who act boldly 
are recognizing right, as well as reality. 

Next week I shall ask the Congress of the United States to act, to make a commitment it 
has not fully made in this century to the proposition that race has no place in American 
life or law. The Federal judiciary has upheld that proposition in a series of forthright 
cases. The Executive Branch has adopted that proposition in the conduct of its affairs, 
including the employment of Federal personnel, the use of Federal facilities, and the 
sale of federally financed housing. But there are other necessary measures which only 
the Congress can provide, and they must be provided at this session. The old code of 
equity law under which we live commands for every wrong a remedy, but in too many 
communities, in too many parts of the country, wrongs are inflicted on Negro citizens 
and there are no remedies at law. Unless the Congress acts, their only remedy is the 
street. 

I am, therefore, asking the Congress to enact legislation giving all Americans the right 
to be served in facilities which are open to the public – hotels, restaurants, theaters, 
retail stores, and similar establishments. This seems to me to be an elementary right. Its 
denial is an arbitrary indignity that no American in 1963 should have to endure, but 
many do. 

I have recently met with scores of business leaders urging them to take voluntary action 
to end this discrimination, and I have been encouraged by their response, and in the last 
two weeks over 75 cities have seen progress made in desegregating these kinds of 
facilities. But many are unwilling to act alone, and for this reason, nationwide 
legislation is needed if we are to move this problem from the streets to the courts. 

I’m also asking the Congress to authorize the Federal Government to participate more 
fully in lawsuits designed to end segregation in public education. We have succeeded in 
persuading many districts to desegregate voluntarily. Dozens have admitted Negroes 



without violence. Today, a Negro is attending a State-supported institution in every one 
of our 50 States, but the pace is very slow. 

Too many Negro children entering segregated grade schools at the time of the Supreme 
Court’s decision nine years ago will enter segregated high schools this fall, having 
suffered a loss which can never be restored. The lack of an adequate education denies 
the Negro a chance to get a decent job. 

The orderly implementation of the Supreme Court decision, therefore, cannot be left 
solely to those who may not have the economic resources to carry the legal action or 
who may be subject to harassment. 

Other features will be also requested, including greater protection for the right to vote. 
But legislation, I repeat, cannot solve this problem alone. It must be solved in the 
homes of every American in every community across our country. In this respect I 
wanna pay tribute to those citizens North and South who’ve been working in their 
communities to make life better for all. They are acting not out of sense of legal duty 
but out of a sense of human decency. Like our soldiers and sailors in all parts of the 
world they are meeting freedom’s challenge on the firing line, and I salute them for 
their honor and their courage. 

My fellow Americans, this is a problem which faces us all – in every city of the North 
as well as the South. Today, there are Negroes unemployed, two or three times as many 
compared to whites, inadequate education, moving into the large cities, unable to find 
work, young people particularly out of work without hope, denied equal rights, denied 
the opportunity to eat at a restaurant or a lunch counter or go to a movie theater, denied 
the right to a decent education, denied almost today the right to attend a State university 
even though qualified. It seems to me that these are matters which concern us all, not 
merely Presidents or Congressmen or Governors, but every citizen of the United States. 

This is one country. It has become one country because all of us and all the people who 
came here had an equal chance to develop their talents. We cannot say to ten percent of 
the population that you can’t have that right; that your children cannot have the chance 
to develop whatever talents they have; that the only way that they are going to get their 
rights is to go in the street and demonstrate. I think we owe them and we owe ourselves 
a better country than that. 

Therefore, I’m asking for your help in making it easier for us to move ahead and to 
provide the kind of equality of treatment which we would want ourselves; to give a 
chance for every child to be educated to the limit of his talents. 

As I’ve said before, not every child has an equal talent or an equal ability or equal 
motivation, but they should have the equal right to develop their talent and their ability 
and their motivation, to make something of themselves. 

We have a right to expect that the Negro community will be responsible, will uphold 
the law, but they have a right to expect that the law will be fair, that the Constitution 
will be color blind, as Justice Harlan said at the turn of the century. 

This is what we’re talking about and this is a matter which concerns this country and 
what it stands for, and in meeting it I ask the support of all our citizens. 

Thank you very much. 



 

JOHN F. KENNEDY: CUBAN MISSILE CRISIS ADDRESS TO THE NATION 

delivered on October 22, 1962  
 

Good evening, my fellow citizens:  

This Government, as promised, has maintained the closest surveillance of the Soviet 
military buildup on the island of Cuba. Within the past week, unmistakable evidence 
has established the fact that a series of offensive missile sites is now in preparation on 
that imprisoned island. The purpose of these bases can be none other than to provide a 
nuclear strike capability against the Western Hemisphere.  

Upon receiving the first preliminary hard information of this nature last Tuesday 
morning at 9 A.M., I directed that our surveillance be stepped up. And having now 
confirmed and completed our evaluation of the evidence and our decision on a course 
of action, this Government feels obliged to report this new crisis to you in fullest detail.  

The characteristics of these new missile sites indicate two distinct types of installations. 
Several of them include medium range ballistic missiles, capable of carrying a nuclear 
warhead for a distance of more than 1,000 nautical miles. Each of these missiles, in 
short, is capable of striking Washington, D. C., the Panama Canal, Cape Canaveral, 
Mexico City, or any other city in the southeastern part of the United States, in Central 
America, or in the Caribbean area.  

Additional sites not yet completed appear to be designed for intermediate range ballistic 
missiles – capable of traveling more than twice as far – and thus capable of striking 
most of the major cities in the Western Hemisphere, ranging as far north as Hudson 
Bay, Canada, and as far south as Lima, Peru. In addition, jet bombers, capable of 
carrying nuclear weapons, are now being uncrated and assembled in Cuba, while the 
necessary air bases are being prepared.  

This urgent transformation of Cuba into an important strategic base – by the presence 
of these large, long-range, and clearly offensive weapons of sudden mass destruction – 
constitutes an explicit threat to the peace and security of all the Americas, in flagrant 
and deliberate defiance of the Rio Pact of 1947, the traditions of this Nation and 
hemisphere, the joint resolution of the 87th Congress, the Charter of the United Nations, 
and my own public warnings to the Soviets on September 4 and 13. This action also 
contradicts the repeated assurances of Soviet spokesmen, both publicly and privately 
delivered, that the arms buildup in Cuba would retain its original defensive character, 
and that the Soviet Union had no need or desire to station strategic missiles. on the 
territory of any other nation.  

The size of this undertaking makes clear that it has been planned for some months. Yet, 
only last month, after I had made clear the distinction between any introduction of 
ground-to-ground missiles and the existence of defensive antiaircraft missiles, the 
Soviet Government publicly stated on September 11 that, and I quote, "the armaments 
and military equipment sent to Cuba are designed exclusively for defensive purposes," 
that there is, and I quote the Soviet Government, "there is no need for the Soviet 
Government to shift its weapons for a retaliatory blow to any other country, for 
instance Cuba," and that, and I quote their government, "the Soviet Union has so 



powerful rockets to carry these nuclear warheads that there is no need to search for sites 
for them beyond the boundaries of the Soviet Union."  

That statement was false.  

Only last Thursday, as evidence of this rapid offensive buildup was already in my hand, 
Soviet Foreign Minister Gromyko told me in my office that he was instructed to make 
it clear once again, as he said his government had already done, that Soviet assistance 
to Cuba, and I quote, "pursued solely the purpose of contributing to the defense 
capabilities of Cuba," that, and I quote him, "training by Soviet specialists of Cuban 
nationals in handling defensive armaments was by no means offensive, and if it were 
otherwise," Mr. Gromyko went on, "the Soviet Government would never become 
involved in rendering such assistance."  

That statement also was false.  

Neither the United States of America nor the world community of nations can tolerate 
deliberate deception and offensive threats on the part of any nation, large or small. We 
no longer live in a world where only the actual firing of weapons represents a sufficient 
challenge to a nation’s security to constitute maximum peril. Nuclear weapons are so 
destructive and ballistic missiles are so swift, that any substantially increased 
possibility of their use or any sudden change in their deployment may well be regarded 
as a definite threat to peace.  

For many years, both the Soviet Union and the United States, recognizing this fact, 
have deployed strategic nuclear weapons with great care, never upsetting the precarious 
status quo which insured that these weapons would not be used in the absence of some 
vital challenge. Our own strategic missiles have never been transferred to the territory 
of any other nation under a cloak of secrecy and deception; and our history – unlike that 
of the Soviets since the end of World War II – demonstrates that we have no desire to 
dominate or conquer any other nation or impose our system upon its people. 
Nevertheless, American citizens have become adjusted to living daily on the bull’s-eye 
of Soviet missiles located inside the U.S.S.R. or in submarines.  

In that sense, missiles in Cuba add to an already clear and present danger – although it 
should be noted the nations of Latin America have never previously been subjected to a 
potential nuclear threat. But this secret, swift, extraordinary buildup of Communist 
missiles – in an area well known to have a special and historical relationship to the 
United States and the nations of the Western Hemisphere, in violation of Soviet 
assurances, and in defiance of American and hemispheric policy – this sudden, 
clandestine decision to station strategic weapons for the first time outside of Soviet soil 
– is a deliberately provocative and unjustified change in the status quo which cannot be 
accepted by this country, if our courage and our commitments are ever to be trusted 
again by either friend or foe.  

The 1930’s taught us a clear lesson: aggressive conduct, if allowed to go unchecked 
and unchallenged, ultimately leads to war. This nation is opposed to war. We are also 
true to our word. Our unswerving objective, therefore, must be to prevent the use of 
these missiles against this or any other country, and to secure their withdrawal or 
elimination from the Western Hemisphere.  



Our policy has been one of patience and restraint, as befits a peaceful and powerful 
nation which leads a worldwide alliance. We have been determined not to be diverted 
from our central concerns by mere irritants and fanatics. But now further action is 
required, and it is under way; and these actions may only be the beginning. We will not 
prematurely or unnecessarily risk the costs of worldwide nuclear war in which even the 
fruits of victory would be ashes in our mouth; but neither will we shrink from that risk 
at any time it must be faced.  

Acting, therefore, in the defense of our own security and of the entire Western 
Hemisphere, and under the authority entrusted to me by the Constitution as endorsed by 
the Resolution of the Congress, I have directed that the following initial steps be taken 
immediately:  

First: To halt this offensive buildup a strict quarantine on all offensive military 
equipment under shipment to Cuba is being initiated. All ships of any kind bound for 
Cuba from whatever nation or port will, if found to contain cargoes of offensive 
weapons, be turned back. This quarantine will be extended, if needed, to other types of 
cargo and carriers. We are not at this time, however, denying the necessities of life as 
the Soviets attempted to do in their Berlin blockade of 1948.  

Second: I have directed the continued and increased close surveillance of Cuba and its 
military buildup. The foreign ministers of the OAS [Organization of American States], 
in their communiqué’ of October 6, rejected secrecy on such matters in this 
hemisphere. Should these offensive military preparations continue, thus increasing the 
threat to the hemisphere, further action will be justified. I have directed the Armed 
Forces to prepare for any eventualities; and I trust that in the interest of both the Cuban 
people and the Soviet technicians at the sites, the hazards to all concerned of continuing 
this threat will be recognized.  

Third: It shall be the policy of this Nation to regard any nuclear missile launched from 
Cuba against any nation in the Western Hemisphere as an attack by the Soviet Union 
on the United States, requiring a full retaliatory response upon the Soviet Union.  

Fourth: As a necessary military precaution, I have reinforced our base at Guantanamo, 
evacuated today the dependents of our personnel there, and ordered additional military 
units to be on a standby alert basis.  

Fifth: We are calling tonight for an immediate meeting of the Organ[ization] of 
Consultation under the Organization of American States, to consider this threat to 
hemispheric security and to invoke articles 6 and 8 of the Rio Treaty in support of all 
necessary action. The United Nations Charter allows for regional security 
arrangements, and the nations of this hemisphere decided long ago against the military 
presence of outside powers. Our other allies around the world have also been alerted.  

Sixth: Under the Charter of the United Nations, we are asking tonight that an 
emergency meeting of the Security Council be convoked without delay to take action 
against this latest Soviet threat to world peace. Our resolution will call for the prompt 
dismantling and withdrawal of all offensive weapons in Cuba, under the supervision of 
U.N. observers, before the quarantine can be lifted.  

Seventh and finally: I call upon Chairman Khrushchev to halt and eliminate this 
clandestine, reckless, and provocative threat to world peace and to stable relations 



between our two nations. I call upon him further to abandon this course of world 
domination, and to join in an historic effort to end the perilous arms race and to 
transform the history of man. He has an opportunity now to move the world back from 
the abyss of destruction by returning to his government’s own words that it had no need 
to station missiles outside its own territory, and withdrawing these weapons from Cuba 
by refraining from any action which will widen or deepen the present crisis, and then 
by participating in a search for peaceful and permanent solutions.  

This Nation is prepared to present its case against the Soviet threat to peace, and our 
own proposals for a peaceful world, at any time and in any forum – in the OAS, in the 
United Nations, or in any other meeting that could be useful – without limiting our 
freedom of action. We have in the past made strenuous efforts to limit the spread of 
nuclear weapons. We have proposed the elimination of all arms and military bases in a 
fair and effective disarmament treaty. We are prepared to discuss new proposals for the 
removal of tensions on both sides, including the possibilities of a genuinely 
independent Cuba, free to determine its own destiny. We have no wish to war with the 
Soviet Union – for we are a peaceful people who desire to live in peace with all other 
peoples.  

But it is difficult to settle or even discuss these problems in an atmosphere of 
intimidation. That is why this latest Soviet threat – or any other threat which is made 
either independently or in response to our actions this week– must and will be met with 
determination. Any hostile move anywhere in the world against the safety and freedom 
of peoples to whom we are committed, including in particular the brave people of West 
Berlin, will be met by whatever action is needed.  

Finally, I want to say a few words to the captive people of Cuba, to whom this speech is 
being directly carried by special radio facilities. I speak to you as a friend, as one who 
knows of your deep attachment to your fatherland, as one who shares your aspirations 
for liberty and justice for all. And I have watched and the American people have 
watched with deep sorrow how your nationalist revolution was betrayed – and how 
your fatherland fell under foreign domination. Now your leaders are no longer Cuban 
leaders inspired by Cuban ideals. They are puppets and agents of an international 
conspiracy which has turned Cuba against your friends and neighbors in the Americas, 
and turned it into the first Latin American country to become a target for nuclear war – 
the first Latin American country to have these weapons on its soil.  

These new weapons are not in your interest. They contribute nothing to your peace and 
well-being. They can only undermine it. But this country has no wish to cause you to 
suffer or to impose any system upon you. We know that your lives and land are being 
used as pawns by those who deny your freedom. Many times in the past, the Cuban 
people have risen to throw out tyrants who destroyed their liberty. And I have no doubt 
that most Cubans today look forward to the time when they will be truly free – free 
from foreign domination, free to choose their own leaders, free to select their own 
system, free to own their own land, free to speak and write and worship without fear or 
degradation. And then shall Cuba be welcomed back to the society of free nations and 
to the associations of this hemisphere.  

My fellow citizens, let no one doubt that this is a difficult and dangerous effort on 
which we have set out. No one can foresee precisely what course it will take or what 



costs or casualties will be incurred. Many months of sacrifice and self-discipline lie 
ahead – months in which both our patience and our will will be tested,  months in 
which many threats and denunciations will keep us aware of our dangers. But the 
greatest danger of all would be to do nothing.  

The path we have chosen for the present is full of hazards, as all paths are; but it is the 
one most consistent with our character and courage as a nation and our commitments 
around the world. The cost of freedom is always high, but Americans have always paid 
it. And one path we shall never choose, and that is the path of surrender or submission.  

Our goal is not the victory of might, but the vindication of right; not peace at the 
expense of freedom, but both peace and freedom, here in this hemisphere, and, we 
hope, around the world. God willing, that goal will be achieved.  

Thank you and good night.  

 

JOHN F. KENNEDY: INAUGURAL ADDRESS 

delivered on January 20, 1961 

 

*[Administering of the Oath of Office] 

Vice President Johnson, Mr. Speaker, Mr. Chief Justice, President Eisenhower, Vice 
President Nixon, President Truman, Reverend Clergy, fellow citizens:* 

We observe today not a victory of party, but a celebration of freedom – symbolizing an 
end, as well as a beginning – signifying renewal, as well as change. For I have sworn 
before you and Almighty God the same solemn oath our forebears prescribed nearly a 
century and three-quarters ago. 

The world is very different now. For man holds in his mortal hands the power to 
abolish all forms of human poverty and all forms of human life. And yet the same 
revolutionary beliefs for which our forebears fought are still at issue around the globe – 
the belief that the rights of man come not from the generosity of the state, but from the 
hand of God. 

We dare not forget today that we are the heirs of that first revolution. Let the word go 
forth from this time and place, to friend and foe alike, that the torch has been passed to 
a new generation of Americans – born in this century, tempered by war, disciplined by 
a hard and bitter peace, proud of our ancient heritage, and unwilling to witness or 
permit the slow undoing of those human rights to which this nation has always been 
committed, and to which we are committed today at home and around the world. 

Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear 
any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe, to assure the 
survival and the success of liberty. 

This much we pledge – and more. 

To those old allies whose cultural and spiritual origins we share, we pledge the loyalty 
of faithful friends. United there is little we cannot do in a host of cooperative ventures. 
Divided there is little we can do – for we dare not meet a powerful challenge at odds 
and split asunder. 



To those new states whom we welcome to the ranks of the free, we pledge our word 
that one form of colonial control shall not have passed away merely to be replaced by a 
far more iron tyranny. We shall not always expect to find them supporting our view. 
But we shall always hope to find them strongly supporting their own freedom – and to 
remember that, in the past, those who foolishly sought power by riding the back of the 
tiger ended up inside. 

To those people in the huts and villages of half the globe struggling to break the bonds 
of mass misery, we pledge our best efforts to help them help themselves, for whatever 
period is required – not because the Communists may be doing it, not because we seek 
their votes, but because it is right. If a free society cannot help the many who are poor, 
it cannot save the few who are rich. 

To our sister republics south of our border, we offer a special pledge: to convert our 
good words into good deeds, in a new alliance for progress, to assist free men and free 
governments in casting off the chains of poverty. But this peaceful revolution of hope 
cannot become the prey of hostile powers. Let all our neighbors know that we shall join 
with them to oppose aggression or subversion anywhere in the Americas. And let every 
other power know that this hemisphere intends to remain the master of its own house. 

To that world assembly of sovereign states, the United Nations, our last best hope in an 
age where the instruments of war have far outpaced the instruments of peace, we renew 
our pledge of support – to prevent it from becoming merely a forum for invective, to 
strengthen its shield of the new and the weak, and to enlarge the area in which its writ 
may run. 

Finally, to those nations who would make themselves our adversary, we offer not a 
pledge but a request: that both sides begin anew the quest for peace, before the dark 
powers of destruction unleashed by science engulf all humanity in planned or 
accidental self-destruction. 

We dare not tempt them with weakness. For only when our arms are sufficient beyond 
doubt can we be certain beyond doubt that they will never be employed. 

But neither can two great and powerful groups of nations take comfort from our present 
course – both sides overburdened by the cost of modern weapons, both rightly alarmed 
by the steady spread of the deadly atom, yet both racing to alter that uncertain balance 
of terror that stays the hand of mankind’s final war. 

So let us begin anew – remembering on both sides that civility is not a sign of 
weakness, and sincerity is always subject to proof. Let us never negotiate out of fear, 
but let us never fear to negotiate. 

Let both sides explore what problems unite us instead of belaboring those problems 
which divide us. 

Let both sides, for the first time, formulate serious and precise proposals for the 
inspection and control of arms, and bring the absolute power to destroy other nations 
under the absolute control of all nations. 

Let both sides seek to invoke the wonders of science instead of its terrors. Together let 
us explore the stars, conquer the deserts, eradicate disease, tap the ocean depths, and 
encourage the arts and commerce. 



Let both sides unite to heed, in all corners of the earth, the command of Isaiah – to 
"undo the heavy burdens, and [to] let the oppressed go free." 

And, if a beachhead of cooperation may push back the jungle of suspicion, let both 
sides join in creating a new endeavor – not a new balance of power, but a new world of 
law – where the strong are just, and the weak secure, and the peace preserved. 

All this will not be finished in the first one hundred days. Nor will it be finished in the 
first one thousand days; nor in the life of this Administration; nor even perhaps in our 
lifetime on this planet. But let us begin. 

In your hands, my fellow citizens, more than mine, will rest the final success or failure 
of our course. Since this country was founded, each generation of Americans has been 
summoned to give testimony to its national loyalty. The graves of young Americans 
who answered the call to service surround the globe. 

Now the trumpet summons us again – not as a call to bear arms, though arms we need – 
not as a call to battle, though embattled we are – but a call to bear the burden of a long 
twilight struggle, year in and year out, "rejoicing in hope; patient in tribulation,"² a 
struggle against the common enemies of man: tyranny, poverty, disease, and war itself. 

Can we forge against these enemies a grand and global alliance, North and South, East 
and West, that can assure a more fruitful life for all mankind? Will you join in that 
historic effort? 

In the long history of the world, only a few generations have been granted the role of 
defending freedom in its hour of maximum danger. I do not shrink from this 
responsibility – I welcome it. I do not believe that any of us would exchange places 
with any other people or any other generation. The energy, the faith, the devotion 
which we bring to this endeavor will light our country and all who serve it. And the 
glow from that fire can truly light the world. 

And so, my fellow Americans, ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you 
can do for your country. 

My fellow citizens of the world, ask not what America will do for you, but what 
together we can do for the freedom of man. 

Finally, whether you are citizens of America or citizens of the world, ask of us here the 
same high standards of strength and sacrifice which we ask of you. With a good 
conscience our only sure reward, with history the final judge of our deeds, let us go 
forth to lead the land we love, asking His blessing and His help, but knowing that here 
on earth God’s work must truly be our own. 

 

MARTIN LUTHER KING: BEYOND VIETNAM – A TIME TO BREAK 

SILENCE 
delivered on April 4, 1967 at a meeting of Clergy and Laity Concerned at 

Riverside Church in New York City 

 

I come to this magnificent house of worship tonight because my conscience leaves me 
no other choice. I join you in this meeting because I am in deepest agreement with the 



aims and work of the organization which has brought us together: Clergy and Laymen 
Concerned about Vietnam. The recent statements of your executive committee are the 
sentiments of my own heart, and I found myself in full accord when I read its opening 
lines: "A time comes when silence is betrayal." And that time has come for us in 
relation to Vietnam. 

The truth of these words is beyond doubt, but the mission to which they call us is a 
most difficult one. Even when pressed by the demands of inner truth, men do not easily 
assume the task of opposing their government’s policy, especially in time of war. Nor 
does the human spirit move without great difficulty against all the apathy of conformist 
thought within one’s own bosom and in the surrounding world. Moreover, when the 
issues at hand seem as perplexed as they often do in the case of this dreadful conflict, 
we are always on the verge of being mesmerized by uncertainty; but we must move on. 

And some of us who have already begun to break the silence of the night have found 
that the calling to speak is often a vocation of agony, but we must speak. We must 
speak with all the humility that is appropriate to our limited vision, but we must speak. 
And we must rejoice as well, for surely this is the first time in our nation’s history that 
a significant number of its religious leaders have chosen to move beyond the 
prophesying of smooth patriotism to the high grounds of a firm dissent based upon the 
mandates of conscience and the reading of history. Perhaps a new spirit is rising among 
us. If it is, let us trace its movements and pray that our own inner being may be 
sensitive to its guidance, for we are deeply in need of a new way beyond the darkness 
that seems so close around us. 

Over the past two years, as I have moved to break the betrayal of my own silences and 
to speak from the burnings of my own heart, as I have called for radical departures 
from the destruction of Vietnam, many persons have questioned me about the wisdom 
of my path. At the heart of their concerns this query has often loomed large and loud: 
"Why are you speaking about the war, Dr. King?" "Why are you joining the voices of 
dissent?" "Peace and civil rights don’t mix," they say. "Aren’t you hurting the cause of 
your people," they ask? And when I hear them, though I often understand the source of 
their concern, I am nevertheless greatly saddened, for such questions mean that the 
inquirers have not really known me, my commitment or my calling. Indeed, their 
questions suggest that they do not know the world in which they live. 

In the light of such tragic misunderstanding, I deem it of signal importance to try to 
state clearly, and I trust concisely, why I believe that the path from Dexter Avenue 
Baptist Church – the church in Montgomery, Alabama, where I began my pastorate – 
leads clearly to this sanctuary tonight. 

I come to this platform tonight to make a passionate plea to my beloved nation. This 
speech is not addressed to Hanoi or to the National Liberation Front. It is not addressed 
to China or to Russia. Nor is it an attempt to overlook the ambiguity of the total 
situation and the need for a collective solution to the tragedy of Vietnam. Neither is it 
an attempt to make North Vietnam or the National Liberation Front paragons of virtue, 
nor to overlook the role they must play in the successful resolution of the problem. 
While they both may have justifiable reasons to be suspicious of the good faith of the 
United States, life and history give eloquent testimony to the fact that conflicts are 
never resolved without trustful give and take on both sides. 



Tonight, however, I wish not to speak with Hanoi and the National Liberation Front, 
but rather to my fellowed [sic] Americans, *who, with me, bear the greatest 
responsibility in ending a conflict that has exacted a heavy price on both continents. 

Since I am a preacher by trade, I suppose it is not surprising that I have seven major 
reasons for bringing Vietnam into the field of my moral vision.* There is at the outset a 
very obvious and almost facile connection between the war in Vietnam and the struggle 
I, and others, have been waging in America. A few years ago there was a shining 
moment in that struggle. It seemed as if there was a real promise of hope for the poor – 
both black and white – through the poverty program. There were experiments, hopes, 
new beginnings. Then came the buildup in Vietnam, and I watched this program broken 
and eviscerated, as if it were some idle political plaything of a society gone mad on 
war, and I knew that America would never invest the necessary funds or energies in 
rehabilitation of its poor so long as adventures like Vietnam continued to draw men and 
skills and money like some demonic destructive suction tube. So, I was increasingly 
compelled to see the war as an enemy of the poor and to attack it as such. 

Perhaps the more tragic recognition of reality took place when it became clear to me 
that the war was doing far more than devastating the hopes of the poor at home. It was 
sending their sons and their brothers and their husbands to fight and to die in 
extraordinarily high proportions relative to the rest of the population. We were taking 
the black young men who had been crippled by our society and sending them eight 
thousand miles away to guarantee liberties in Southeast Asia which they had not found 
in southwest Georgia and East Harlem. And so we have been repeatedly faced with the 
cruel irony of watching Negro and white boys on TV screens as they kill and die 
together for a nation that has been unable to seat them together in the same schools. 
And so we watch them in brutal solidarity burning the huts of a poor village, but we 
realize that they would hardly live on the same block in Chicago. I could not be silent 
in the face of such cruel manipulation of the poor. 

My third reason moves to an even deeper level of awareness, for it grows out of my 
experience in the ghettoes of the North over the last three years – especially the last 
three summers. As I have walked among the desperate, rejected, and angry young men, 
I have told them that Molotov cocktails and rifles would not solve their problems. I 
have tried to offer them my deepest compassion while maintaining my conviction that 
social change comes most meaningfully through nonviolent action. But they ask – and 
rightly so – what about Vietnam? They ask if our own nation wasn’t using massive 
doses of violence to solve its problems, to bring about the changes it wanted. Their 
questions hit home, and I knew that I could never again raise my voice against the 
violence of the oppressed in the ghettos without having first spoken clearly to the 
greatest purveyor of violence in the world today – my own government. For the sake of 
those boys, for the sake of this government, for the sake of the hundreds of thousands 
trembling under our violence, I cannot be silent. 

For those who ask the question, "Aren’t you a civil rights leader?" and thereby mean to 
exclude me from the movement for peace, I have this further answer. In 1957 when a 
group of us formed the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, we chose as our 
motto: "To save the soul of America." We were convinced that we could not limit our 
vision to certain rights for black people, but instead affirmed the conviction that 



America would never be free or saved from itself until the descendants of its slaves 
were loosed completely from the shackles they still wear. In a way we were agreeing 
with Langston Hughes, that black bard of Harlem, who had written earlier: 

O, yes, 
I say it plain, 
America never was America to me, 
And yet I swear this oath – 
America will be! 

Now, it should be incandescently clear that no one who has any concern for the 
integrity and life of America today can ignore the present war. If America’s soul 
becomes totally poisoned, part of the autopsy must read: Vietnam. It can never be saved 
so long as it destroys the deepest hopes of men the world over. So it is that those of us 
who are yet determined that America will be are led down the path of protest and 
dissent, working for the health of our land. 

As if the weight of such a commitment to the life and health of America were not 
enough, another burden of responsibility was placed upon me in 1954; and I cannot 
forget that the Nobel Prize for Peace was also a commission – a commission to work 
harder than I had ever worked before for "the brotherhood of man." This is a calling 
that takes me beyond national allegiances, but even if it were not present I would yet 
have to live with the meaning of my commitment to the ministry of Jesus Christ. To me 
the relationship of this ministry to the making of peace is so obvious that I sometimes 
marvel at those who ask me why I’m speaking against the war. Could it be that they do 
not know that the good news was meant for all men – for Communist and capitalist, for 
their children and ours, for black and for white, for revolutionary and conservative? 
Have they forgotten that my ministry is in obedience to the One who loved his enemies 
so fully that he died for them? What then can I say to the Vietcong or to Castro or to 
Mao as a faithful minister of this One? Can I threaten them with death or must I not 
share with them my life? 

And finally, as I try to explain for you and for myself the road that leads from 
Montgomery to this place I would have offered all that was most valid if I simply said 
that I must be true to my conviction that I share with all men the calling to be a son of 
the living God. Beyond the calling of race or nation or creed is this vocation of sonship 
and brotherhood, and because I believe that the Father is deeply concerned especially 
for his suffering and helpless and outcast children, I come tonight to speak for them. 

This I believe to be the privilege and the burden of all of us who deem ourselves bound 
by allegiances and loyalties which are broader and deeper than nationalism and which 
go beyond our nation’s self-defined goals and positions. We are called to speak for the 
weak, for the voiceless, for the victims of our nation and for those it calls "enemy," for 
no document from human hands can make these humans any less our brothers. 

And as I ponder the madness of Vietnam and search within myself for ways to 
understand and respond in compassion, my mind goes constantly to the people of that 
peninsula. I speak now not of the soldiers of each side, not of the ideologies of the 
Liberation Front, not of the junta in Saigon, but simply of the people who have been 
living under the curse of war for almost three continuous decades now. I think of them, 



too, because it is clear to me that there will be no meaningful solution there until some 
attempt is made to know them and hear their broken cries. 

They must see Americans as strange liberators. The Vietnamese people proclaimed 
their own independence *in 1954* – in 1945 *rather* – after a combined French and 
Japanese occupation and before the communist revolution in China. They were led by 
Ho Chi Minh. Even though they quoted the American Declaration of Independence in 
their own document of freedom, we refused to recognize them. Instead, we decided to 
support France in its reconquest of her former colony. Our government felt then that the 
Vietnamese people were not ready for independence, and we again fell victim to the 
deadly Western arrogance that has poisoned the international atmosphere for so long. 
With that tragic decision we rejected a revolutionary government seeking self-
determination and a government that had been established not by China – for whom the 
Vietnamese have no great love – but by clearly indigenous forces that included some 
communists. For the peasants this new government meant real land reform, one of the 
most important needs in their lives. 

For nine years following 1945 we denied the people of Vietnam the right of 
independence. For nine years we vigorously supported the French in their abortive 
effort to recolonize Vietnam. Before the end of the war we were meeting eighty percent 
of the French war costs. Even before the French were defeated at Dien Bien Phu, they 
began to despair of their reckless action, but we did not. We encouraged them with our 
huge financial and military supplies to continue the war even after they had lost the 
will. Soon we would be paying almost the full costs of this tragic attempt at 
recolonization. 

After the French were defeated, it looked as if independence and land reform would 
come again through the Geneva Agreement. But instead there came the United States, 
determined that Ho should not unify the temporarily divided nation, and the peasants 
watched again as we supported one of the most vicious modern dictators, our chosen 
man, Premier Diem. The peasants watched and cringed as Diem ruthlessly rooted out 
all opposition, supported their extortionist landlords, and refused even to discuss 
reunification with the North. The peasants watched as all this was presided over by 
United States’ influence and then by increasing numbers of United States troops who 
came to help quell the insurgency that Diem’s methods had aroused. When Diem was 
overthrown they may have been happy, but the long line of military dictators seemed to 
offer no real change, especially in terms of their need for land and peace. 

The only change came from America, as we increased our troop commitments in 
support of governments which were singularly corrupt, inept, and without popular 
support. All the while the people read our leaflets and received the regular promises of 
peace and democracy and land reform. Now they languish under our bombs and 
consider us, not their fellow Vietnamese, the real enemy. They move sadly and 
apathetically as we herd them off the land of their fathers into concentration camps 
where minimal social needs are rarely met. They know they must move on or be 
destroyed by our bombs. 

So they go, primarily women and children and the aged. They watch as we poison their 
water, as we kill a million acres of their crops. They must weep as the bulldozers roar 
through their areas preparing to destroy the precious trees. They wander into the 



hospitals with at least twenty casualties from American firepower for one Vietcong-
inflicted injury. So far we may have killed a million of them, mostly children. They 
wander into the towns and see thousands of the children, homeless, without clothes, 
running in packs on the streets like animals. They see the children degraded by our 
soldiers as they beg for food. They see the children selling their sisters to our soldiers, 
soliciting for their mothers. 

 
What do the peasants think as we ally ourselves with the landlords and as we refuse to 
put any action into our many words concerning land reform? What do they think as we 
test out our latest weapons on them, just as the Germans tested out new medicine and 
new tortures in the concentration camps of Europe? Where are the roots of the 
independent Vietnam we claim to be building? Is it among these voiceless ones? 

We have destroyed their two most cherished institutions: the family and the village. We 
have destroyed their land and their crops. We have cooperated in the crushing of the 
nation’s only noncommunist revolutionary political force, the unified Buddhist Church. 
We have supported the enemies of the peasants of Saigon. We have corrupted their 
women and children and killed their men. 

Now there is little left to build on, save bitterness. *Soon the only solid physical 
foundations remaining will be found at our military bases and in the concrete of the 
concentration camps we call "fortified hamlets." The peasants may well wonder if we 
plan to build our new Vietnam on such grounds as these. Could we blame them for 
such thoughts? We must speak for them and raise the questions they cannot raise. 
These, too, are our brothers. 

Perhaps a more difficult but no less necessary task is to speak for those who have been 
designated as our enemies.* What of the National Liberation Front, that strangely 
anonymous group we call "VC" or "communists"? What must they think of the United 
States of America when they realize that we permitted the repression and cruelty of 
Diem, which helped to bring them into being as a resistance group in the South? What 
do they think of our condoning the violence which led to their own taking up of arms? 
How can they believe in our integrity when now we speak of "aggression from the 
North" as if there were nothing more essential to the war? How can they trust us when 
now we charge them with violence after the murderous reign of Diem and charge them 
with violence while we pour every new weapon of death into their land? Surely we 
must understand their feelings, even if we do not condone their actions. Surely we must 
see that the men we supported pressed them to their violence. Surely we must see that 
our own computerized plans of destruction simply dwarf their greatest acts. 

How do they judge us when our officials know that their membership is less than 
twenty-five percent communist, and yet insist on giving them the blanket name? What 
must they be thinking when they know that we are aware of their control of major 
sections of Vietnam, and yet we appear ready to allow national elections in which this 
highly organized political parallel government will not have a part? They ask how we 
can speak of free elections when the Saigon press is censored and controlled by the 
military junta. And they are surely right to wonder what kind of new government we 
plan to help form without them, the only party in real touch with the peasants. They 
question our political goals and they deny the reality of a peace settlement from which 



they will be excluded. Their questions are frighteningly relevant. Is our nation planning 
to build on political myth again, and then shore it up upon the power of new violence? 

Here is the true meaning and value of compassion and nonviolence, when it helps us to 
see the enemy’s point of view, to hear his questions, to know his assessment of 
ourselves. For from his view we may indeed see the basic weaknesses of our own 
condition, and if we are mature, we may learn and grow and profit from the wisdom of 
the brothers who are called the opposition. 

So, too, with Hanoi. In the North, where our bombs now pummel the land, and our 
mines endanger the waterways, we are met by a deep but understandable mistrust. To 
speak for them is to explain this lack of confidence in Western words, and especially 
their distrust of American intentions now. In Hanoi are the men who led the nation to 
independence against the Japanese and the French, the men who sought membership in 
the French Commonwealth and were betrayed by the weakness of Paris and the 
willfulness of the colonial armies. It was they who led a second struggle against French 
domination at tremendous costs, and then were persuaded to give up the land they 
controlled between the thirteenth and seventeenth parallel as a temporary measure at 
Geneva. After 1954 they watched us conspire with Diem to prevent elections which 
could have surely brought Ho Chi Minh to power over a united Vietnam, and they 
realized they had been betrayed again. When we ask why they do not leap to negotiate, 
these things must be remembered. 

Also, it must be clear that the leaders of Hanoi considered the presence of American 
troops in support of the Diem regime to have been the initial military breach of the 
Geneva Agreement concerning foreign troops. They remind us that they did not begin 
to send troops in large numbers and even supplies into the South until American forces 
had moved into the tens of thousands. 

Hanoi remembers how our leaders refused to tell us the truth about the earlier North 
Vietnamese overtures for peace, how the president claimed that none existed when they 
had clearly been made. Ho Chi Minh has watched as America has spoken of peace and 
built up its forces, and now he has surely heard the increasing international rumors of 
American plans for an invasion of the North. He knows the bombing and shelling and 
mining we are doing are part of traditional pre-invasion strategy. Perhaps only his sense 
of humor and of irony can save him when he hears the most powerful nation of the 
world speaking of aggression as it drops thousands of bombs on a poor, weak nation 
more than *eight hundred, or rather,* eight thousand miles away from its shores. 

At this point I should make it clear that while I have tried in these last few minutes to 
give a voice to the voiceless in Vietnam and to understand the arguments of those who 
are called "enemy," I am as deeply concerned about our own troops there as anything 
else. For it occurs to me that what we are submitting them to in Vietnam is not simply 
the brutalizing process that goes on in any war where armies face each other and seek 
to destroy. We are adding cynicism to the process of death, for they must know after a 
short period there that none of the things we claim to be fighting for are really involved. 
Before long they must know that their government has sent them into a struggle among 
Vietnamese, and the more sophisticated surely realize that we are on the side of the 
wealthy, and the secure, while we create a hell for the poor. 



Somehow this madness must cease. We must stop now. I speak as a child of God and 
brother to the suffering poor of Vietnam. I speak for those whose land is being laid 
waste, whose homes are being destroyed, whose culture is being subverted. I speak for 
the poor of America who are paying the double price of smashed hopes at home, and 
death and corruption in Vietnam. I speak as a citizen of the world, for the world as it 
stands aghast at the path we have taken. I speak as one who loves America, to the 
leaders of our own nation: The great initiative in this war is ours; the initiative to stop it 
must be ours. 

This is the message of the great Buddhist leaders of Vietnam. Recently one of them 
wrote these words, and I quote: 

Each day the war goes on the hatred increases in the heart of the Vietnamese and in the 
hearts of those of humanitarian instinct. The Americans are forcing even their friends 
into becoming their enemies. It is curious that the Americans, who calculate so 
carefully on the possibilities of military victory, do not realize that in the process they 
are incurring deep psychological and political defeat. The image of America will never 
again be the image of revolution, freedom, and democracy, but the image of violence 
and militarism (unquote). 

If we continue, there will be no doubt in my mind and in the mind of the world that we 
have no honorable intentions in Vietnam. If we do not stop our war against the people 
of Vietnam immediately, the world will be left with no other alternative than to see this 
as some horrible, clumsy, and deadly game we have decided to play. The world now 
demands a maturity of America that we may not be able to achieve. It demands that we 
admit that we have been wrong from the beginning of our adventure in Vietnam, that 
we have been detrimental to the life of the Vietnamese people. The situation is one in 
which we must be ready to turn sharply from our present ways. In order to atone for our 
sins and errors in Vietnam, we should take the initiative in bringing a halt to this tragic 
war. 

*I would like to suggest five concrete things that our government should do 
immediately to begin the long and difficult process of extricating ourselves from this 
nightmarish conflict: 

Number one: End all bombing in North and South Vietnam. 

Number two: Declare a unilateral cease-fire in the hope that such action will create the 
atmosphere for negotiation. 

Three: Take immediate steps to prevent other battlegrounds in Southeast Asia by 
curtailing our military buildup in Thailand and our interference in Laos. 

Four: Realistically accept the fact that the National Liberation Front has substantial 
support in South Vietnam and must thereby play a role in any meaningful negotiations 
and any future Vietnam government. 

Five: *Set a date that we will remove all foreign troops from Vietnam in accordance 
with the 1954 Geneva Agreement. 

Part of our ongoing...part of our ongoing commitment might well express itself in an 
offer to grant asylum to any Vietnamese who fears for his life under a new regime 
which included the Liberation Front. Then we must make what reparations we can for 



the damage we have done. We must provide the medical aid that is badly needed, 
making it available in this country, if necessary. Meanwhile... meanwhile, we in the 
churches and synagogues have a continuing task while we urge our government to 
disengage itself from a disgraceful commitment. We must continue to raise our voices 
and our lives if our nation persists in its perverse ways in Vietnam. We must be 
prepared to match actions with words by seeking out every creative method of protest 
possible. 

*As we counsel young men concerning military service, we must clarify for them our 
nation’s role in Vietnam and challenge them with the alternative of conscientious 
objection. I am pleased to say that this is a path now chosen by more than seventy 
students at my own alma mater, Morehouse College, and I recommend it to all who 
find the American course in Vietnam a dishonorable and unjust one. Moreover, I would 
encourage all ministers of draft age to give up their ministerial exemptions and seek 
status as conscientious objectors.* These are the times for real choices and not false 
ones. We are at the moment when our lives must be placed on the line if our nation is to 
survive its own folly. Every man of humane convictions must decide on the protest that 
best suits his convictions, but we must all protest. 

Now there is something seductively tempting about stopping there and sending us all 
off on what in some circles has become a popular crusade against the war in Vietnam. I 
say we must enter that struggle, but I wish to go on now to say something even more 
disturbing. 

The war in Vietnam is but a symptom of a far deeper malady within the American 
spirit, and if we ignore this sobering reality...and if we ignore this sobering reality, we 
will find ourselves organizing "clergy and laymen concerned" committees for the next 
generation. They will be concerned about Guatemala and Peru. They will be concerned 
about Thailand and Cambodia. They will be concerned about Mozambique and South 
Africa. We will be marching for these and a dozen other names and attending rallies 
without end, unless there is a significant and profound change in American life and 
policy.  

And so, such thoughts take us beyond Vietnam, but not beyond our calling as sons of 
the living God. 

In 1957, a sensitive American official overseas said that it seemed to him that our 
nation was on the wrong side of a world revolution. During the past ten years, we have 
seen emerge a pattern of suppression which has now justified the presence of U.S. 
military advisors in Venezuela. This need to maintain social stability for our 
investments accounts for the counterrevolutionary action of American forces in 
Guatemala. It tells why American helicopters are being used against guerrillas in 
Cambodia and why American napalm and Green Beret forces have already been active 
against rebels in Peru. 

It is with such activity in mind that the words of the late John F. Kennedy come back to 
haunt us. Five years ago he said, "Those who make peaceful revolution impossible will 
make violent revolution inevitable." Increasingly, by choice or by accident, this is the 
role our nation has taken, the role of those who make peaceful revolution impossible by 
refusing to give up the privileges and the pleasures that come from the immense profits 



of overseas investments. I am convinced that if we are to get on the right side of the 
world revolution, we as a nation must undergo a radical revolution of values. We must 
rapidly begin...we must rapidly begin the shift from a thing-oriented society to a 
person-oriented society. When machines and computers, profit motives and property 
rights, are considered more important than people, the giant triplets of racism, extreme 
materialism, and militarism are incapable of being conquered. 

A true revolution of values will soon cause us to question the fairness and justice of 
many of our past and present policies. On the one hand, we are called to play the Good 
Samaritan on life’s roadside, but that will be only an initial act. One day we must come 
to see that the whole Jericho Road must be transformed so that men and women will 
not be constantly beaten and robbed as they make their journey on life’s highway. True 
compassion is more than flinging a coin to a beggar. It comes to see that an edifice 
which produces beggars needs restructuring. 

A true revolution of values will soon look uneasily on the glaring contrast of poverty 
and wealth. With righteous indignation, it will look across the seas and see individual 
capitalists of the West investing huge sums of money in Asia, Africa, and South 
America, only to take the profits out with no concern for the social betterment of the 
countries, and say, "This is not just." It will look at our alliance with the landed gentry 
of South America and say, "This is not just." The Western arrogance of feeling that it 
has everything to teach others and nothing to learn from them is not just. 

A true revolution of values will lay hand on the world order and say of war, "This way 
of settling differences is not just." This business of burning human beings with napalm, 
of filling our nation’s homes with orphans and widows, of injecting poisonous drugs of 
hate into the veins of peoples normally humane, of sending men home from dark and 
bloody battlefields physically handicapped and psychologically deranged, cannot be 
reconciled with wisdom, justice, and love. A nation that continues year after year to 
spend more money on military defense than on programs of social uplift is approaching 
spiritual death. 

America, the richest and most powerful nation in the world, can well lead the way in 
this revolution of values. There is nothing except a tragic death wish to prevent us from 
reordering our priorities so that the pursuit of peace will take precedence over the 
pursuit of war. There is nothing to keep us from molding a recalcitrant status quo with 
bruised hands until we have fashioned it into a brotherhood. 

*This kind of positive revolution of values is our best defense against communism. War 
is not the answer. Communism will never be defeated by the use of atomic bombs or 
nuclear weapons. Let us not join those who shout war and, through their misguided 
passions, urge the United States to relinquish its participation in the United Nations.* 
These are days which demand wise restraint and calm reasonableness. *We must not 
engage in a negative anticommunism, but rather in a positive thrust for democracy, 
realizing that our greatest defense against communism is to take offensive action in 
behalf of justice. We must with positive action seek to remove those conditions of 
poverty, insecurity, and injustice, which are the fertile soil in which the seed of 
communism grows and develops.* 



These are revolutionary times. All over the globe men are revolting against old systems 
of exploitation and oppression, and out of the wounds of a frail world, new systems of 
justice and equality are being born. The shirtless and barefoot people of the land are 
rising up as never before. The people who sat in darkness have seen a great light. We in 
the West must support these revolutions. 

It is a sad fact that because of comfort, complacency, a morbid fear of communism, and 
our proneness to adjust to injustice, the Western nations that initiated so much of the 
revolutionary spirit of the modern world have now become the arch antirevolutionaries. 
This has driven many to feel that only Marxism has a revolutionary spirit. Therefore, 
communism is a judgment against our failure to make democracy real and follow 
through on the revolutions that we initiated. Our only hope today lies in our ability to 
recapture the revolutionary spirit and go out into a sometimes hostile world declaring 
eternal hostility to poverty, racism, and militarism. With this powerful commitment we 
shall boldly challenge the status quo and unjust mores, and thereby speed the day when 
"every valley shall be exalted, and every mountain and hill shall be made low, and the 
crooked shall be made straight, and the rough places plain." 

A genuine revolution of values means in the final analysis that our loyalties must 
become ecumenical rather than sectional. Every nation must now develop an overriding 
loyalty to mankind as a whole in order to preserve the best in their individual societies. 

This call for a worldwide fellowship that lifts neighborly concern beyond one’s tribe, 
race, class, and nation is in reality a call for an all-embracing and unconditional love for 
all mankind. This oft misunderstood, this oft misinterpreted concept, so readily 
dismissed by the Nietzsches of the world as a weak and cowardly force, has now 
become an absolute necessity for the survival of man. When I speak of love I am not 
speaking of some sentimental and weak response. I am not speaking of that force which 
is just emotional bosh. I am speaking of that force which all of the great religions have 
seen as the supreme unifying principle of life. Love is somehow the key that unlocks 
the door which leads to ultimate reality. This Hindu-Muslim-Christian-Jewish-Buddhist 
belief about ultimate reality is beautifully summed up in the first epistle of Saint John: 
"Let us love one another, for love is God. And every one that loveth is born of God and 
knoweth God. He that loveth not knoweth not God, for God is love." "If we love one 
another, God dwelleth in us and his love is perfected in us." Let us hope that this spirit 
will become the order of the day. 

We can no longer afford to worship the god of hate or bow before the altar of 
retaliation. The oceans of history are made turbulent by the ever-rising tides of hate. 
And history is cluttered with the wreckage of nations and individuals that pursued this 
self-defeating path of hate. As Arnold Toynbee says: "Love is the ultimate force that 
makes for the saving choice of life and good against the damning choice of death and 
evil. Therefore the first hope in our inventory must be the hope that love is going to 
have the last word" (unquote). 

We are now faced with the fact, my friends, that tomorrow is today. We are confronted 
with the fierce urgency of now. In this unfolding conundrum of life and history, there is 
such a thing as being too late. Procrastination is still the thief of time. Life often leaves 
us standing bare, naked, and dejected with a lost opportunity. The tide in the affairs of 
men does not remain at flood – it ebbs. We may cry out desperately for time to pause in 



her passage, but time is adamant to every plea and rushes on. Over the bleached bones 
and jumbled residues of numerous civilizations are written the pathetic words, "Too 
late." There is an invisible book of life that faithfully records our vigilance or our 
neglect. Omar Khayyam is right: "The moving finger writes, and having writ moves 
on." 

We still have a choice today: nonviolent coexistence or violent coannihilation. We must 
move past indecision to action. We must find new ways to speak for peace in Vietnam 
and justice throughout the developing world, a world that borders on our doors. If we 
do not act, we shall surely be dragged down the long, dark, and shameful corridors of 
time reserved for those who possess power without compassion, might without 
morality, and strength without sight. 

Now let us begin. Now let us rededicate ourselves to the long and bitter, but beautiful, 
struggle for a new world. This is the calling of the sons of God, and our brothers wait 
eagerly for our response. Shall we say the odds are too great? Shall we tell them the 
struggle is too hard? Will our message be that the forces of American life militate 
against their arrival as full men, and we send our deepest regrets? Or will there be 
another message – of longing, of hope, of solidarity with their yearnings, of 
commitment to their cause, whatever the cost? The choice is ours, and though we might 
prefer it otherwise, we must choose in this crucial moment of human history. 

As that noble bard of yesterday, James Russell Lowell, eloquently stated: 

Once to every man and nation comes a moment to decide,  

In the strife of Truth and Falsehood, for the good or evil side;  

Some great cause, God’s new Messiah offering each the bloom or blight,  

And the choice goes by forever ‘twixt that darkness and that light.  

Though the cause of evil prosper, yet ‘tis truth alone is strong 

Though her portions be the scaffold, and upon the throne be wrong  

Yet that scaffold sways the future, and behind the dim unknown  

Standeth God within the shadow, keeping watch above his own. 

And if we will only make the right choice, we will be able to transform this pending 
cosmic elegy into a creative psalm of peace.  

If we will make the right choice, we will be able to transform the jangling discords of 
our world into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood.  

If we will but make the right choice, we will be able to speed up the day, all over 
America and all over the world, when justice will roll down like waters, and 
righteousness like a mighty stream. 

 

MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.: "I HAVE A DREAM" 

delivered 28 August 1963, at the Lincoln Memorial, Washington D.C. 
 



I am happy to join with you today in what will go down in history as the greatest 
demonstration for freedom in the history of our nation. 

Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand today, 
signed the Emancipation Proclamation. This momentous decree came as a great beacon 
light of hope to millions of Negro slaves who had been seared in the flames of 
withering injustice. It came as a joyous daybreak to end the long night of their 
captivity. 

But one hundred years later, the Negro still is not free. One hundred years later, the life 
of the Negro is still sadly crippled by the manacles of segregation and the chains of 
discrimination. One hundred years later, the Negro lives on a lonely island of poverty in 
the midst of a vast ocean of material prosperity. One hundred years later, the Negro is 
still languished in the corners of American society and finds himself an exile in his own 
land. And so we’ve come here today to dramatize a shameful condition. 

In a sense we’ve come to our nation’s capital to cash a check. When the architects of 
our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of 
Independence, they were signing a promissory note to which every American was to 
fall heir. This note was a promise that all men, yes, black men as well as white men, 
would be guaranteed the "unalienable Rights" of "Life, Liberty and the pursuit of 
Happiness." It is obvious today that America has defaulted on this promissory note, 
insofar as her citizens of color are concerned. Instead of honoring this sacred 
obligation, America has given the Negro people a bad check, a check which has come 
back marked "insufficient funds." 

But we refuse to believe that the bank of justice is bankrupt. We refuse to believe that 
there are insufficient funds in the great vaults of opportunity of this nation. And so, 
we’ve come to cash this check, a check that will give us upon demand the riches of 
freedom and the security of justice. 

We have also come to this hallowed spot to remind America of the fierce urgency of 
Now. This is no time to engage in the luxury of cooling off or to take the tranquilizing 
drug of gradualism. Now is the time to make real the promises of democracy. Now is 
the time to rise from the dark and desolate valley of segregation to the sunlit path of 
racial justice. Now is the time to lift our nation from the quicksands of racial injustice 
to the solid rock of brotherhood. Now is the time to make justice a reality for all of 
God’s children. 

It would be fatal for the nation to overlook the urgency of the moment. This sweltering 
summer of the Negro’s legitimate discontent will not pass until there is an invigorating 
autumn of freedom and equality. Nineteen sixty-three is not an end, but a beginning. 
And those who hope that the Negro needed to blow off steam and will now be content 
will have a rude awakening if the nation returns to business as usual. And there will be 
neither rest nor tranquility in America until the Negro is granted his citizenship rights. 
The whirlwinds of revolt will continue to shake the foundations of our nation until the 
bright day of justice emerges. 

But there is something that I must say to my people, who stand on the warm threshold 
which leads into the palace of justice: In the process of gaining our rightful place, we 
must not be guilty of wrongful deeds. Let us not seek to satisfy our thirst for freedom 



by drinking from the cup of bitterness and hatred. We must forever conduct our 
struggle on the high plane of dignity and discipline. We must not allow our creative 
protest to degenerate into physical violence. Again and again, we must rise to the 
majestic heights of meeting physical force with soul force. 

The marvelous new militancy which has engulfed the Negro community must not lead 
us to a distrust of all white people, for many of our white brothers, as evidenced by 
their presence here today, have come to realize that their destiny is tied up with our 
destiny. And they have come to realize that their freedom is inextricably bound to our 
freedom.  

We cannot walk alone. 

And as we walk, we must make the pledge that we shall always march ahead. 

We cannot turn back. 

There are those who are asking the devotees of civil rights, "When will you be 
satisfied?" We can never be satisfied as long as the Negro is the victim of the 
unspeakable horrors of police brutality. We can never be satisfied as long as our bodies, 
heavy with the fatigue of travel, cannot gain lodging in the motels of the highways and 
the hotels of the cities. *We cannot be satisfied as long as the negro’s basic mobility is 
from a smaller ghetto to a larger one. We can never be satisfied as long as our children 
are stripped of their self-hood and robbed of their dignity by a sign stating: "For Whites 
Only."* We cannot be satisfied as long as a Negro in Mississippi cannot vote and a 
Negro in New York believes he has nothing for which to vote. No, no, we are not 
satisfied, and we will not be satisfied until "justice rolls down like waters, and 
righteousness like a mighty stream." 

I am not unmindful that some of you have come here out of great trials and tribulations. 
Some of you have come fresh from narrow jail cells. And some of you have come from 
areas where your quest – quest for freedom left you battered by the storms of 
persecution and staggered by the winds of police brutality. You have been the veterans 
of creative suffering. Continue to work with the faith that unearned suffering is 
redemptive. Go back to Mississippi, go back to Alabama, go back to South Carolina, go 
back to Georgia, go back to Louisiana, go back to the slums and ghettos of our northern 
cities, knowing that somehow this situation can and will be changed.  

Let us not wallow in the valley of despair, I say to you today, my friends. 

And so even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a 
dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream. 

I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its 
creed: "We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal." 

I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia, the sons of former slaves and 
the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table of 
brotherhood. 

I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with the 
heat of injustice, sweltering with the heat of oppression, will be transformed into an 
oasis of freedom and justice. 



I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will 
not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.  

I have a dream today! 

I have a dream that one day, down in Alabama, with its vicious racists, with its 
governor having his lips dripping with the words of "interposition" and "nullification" – 
one day right there in Alabama little black boys and black girls will be able to join 
hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters and brothers. 

I have a dream today! 

I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, and every hill and mountain 
shall be made low, the rough places will be made plain, and the crooked places will be 
made straight; "and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed and all flesh shall see it 
together."² 

This is our hope, and this is the faith that I go back to the South with. 

With this faith, we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope. 
With this faith, we will be able to transform the jangling discords of our nation into a 
beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this faith, we will be able to work together, to 
pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom 
together, knowing that we will be free one day. 

And this will be the day – this will be the day when all of God’s children will be able to 
sing with new meaning: 

My country ‘tis of thee, sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing.  

Land where my fathers died, land of the Pilgrim’s pride,  

From every mountainside, let freedom ring!  

And if America is to be a great nation, this must become true. 

And so let freedom ring from the prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire. 

Let freedom ring from the mighty mountains of New York. 

Let freedom ring from the heightening Alleghenies of Pennsylvania.  

Let freedom ring from the snow-capped Rockies of Colorado. 

Let freedom ring from the curvaceous slopes of California. 

But not only that: 

Let freedom ring from Stone Mountain of Georgia. 

Let freedom ring from Lookout Mountain of Tennessee. 

Let freedom ring from every hill and molehill of Mississippi. 

From every mountainside, let freedom ring. 

And when this happens, when we allow freedom ring, when we let it ring from every 
village and every hamlet, from every state and every city, we will be able to speed up 
that day when all of God’s children, black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, 



Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old 
Negro spiritual: 

Free at last! Free at last! 

Thank God Almighty, we are free at last! 

 

MARY FISHER: 1992 REPUBLICATION NATIONAL CONVENTION 

ADDRESS – "A WHISPER OF AIDS" 

delivered on August 19, 1992, Houston, TX 

 

Less than three months ago at platform hearings in Salt Lake City, I asked the 
Republican Party to lift the shroud of silence which has been draped over the issue of 
HIV and AIDS. I have come tonight to bring our silence to an end. I bear a message of 
challenge, not self-congratulation. I want your attention, not your applause. 

I would never have asked to be HIV positive, but I believe that in all things there is a 
purpose; and I stand before you and before the nation gladly. The reality of AIDS is 
brutally clear. Two hundred thousand Americans are dead or dying. A million more are 
infected. Worldwide, forty million, sixty million, or a hundred million infections will 
be counted in the coming few years. But despite science and research, White House 
meetings, and congressional hearings, despite good intentions and bold initiatives, 
campaign slogans, and hopeful promises, it is – despite it all – the epidemic which is 
winning tonight. 

In the context of an election year, I ask you, here in this great hall, or listening in the 
quiet of your home, to recognize that AIDS virus is not a political creature. It does not 
care whether you are Democrat or Republican; it does not ask whether you are black or 
white, male or female, gay or straight, young or old. 

Tonight, I represent an AIDS community whose members have been reluctantly drafted 
from every segment of American society. Though I am white and a mother, I am one 
with a black infant struggling with tubes in a Philadelphia hospital. Though I am female 
and contracted this disease in marriage and enjoy the warm support of my family, I am 
one with the lonely gay man sheltering a flickering candle from the cold wind of his 
family’s rejection. 

This is not a distant threat. It is a present danger. The rate of infection is increasing 
fastest among women and children. Largely unknown a decade ago, AIDS is the third 
leading killer of young adult Americans today. But it won’t be third for long, because 
unlike other diseases, this one travels. Adolescents don’t give each other cancer or heart 
disease because they believe they are in love, but HIV is different; and we have helped 
it along. We have killed each other with our ignorance, our prejudice, and our silence. 

We may take refuge in our stereotypes, but we cannot hide there long, because HIV 
asks only one thing of those it attacks. Are you human? And this is the right question. 
Are you human? Because people with HIV have not entered some alien state of being. 
They are human. They have not earned cruelty, and they do not deserve meanness. 
They don’t benefit from being isolated or treated as outcasts. Each of them is exactly 



what God made: a person; not evil, deserving of our judgment; not victims, longing for 
our pity – people, ready for support and worthy of compassion. 

My call to you, my Party, is to take a public stand, no less compassionate than that of 
the President and Mrs. Bush. They have embraced me and my family in memorable 
ways. In the place of judgment, they have shown affection. In difficult moments, they 
have raised our spirits. In the darkest hours, I have seen them reaching not only to me, 
but also to my parents, armed with that stunning grief and special grace that comes only 
to parents who have themselves leaned too long over the bedside of a dying child. 

With the President’s leadership, much good has been done. Much of the good has gone 
unheralded, and as the President has insisted, much remains to be done. But we do the 
President’s cause no good if we praise the American family but ignore a virus that 
destroys it. 

We must be consistent if we are to be believed. We cannot love justice and ignore 
prejudice, love our children and fear to teach them. Whatever our role as parent or 
policymaker, we must act as eloquently as we speak – else we have no integrity. My 
call to the nation is a plea for awareness. If you believe you are safe, you are in danger. 
Because I was not hemophiliac, I was not at risk. Because I was not gay, I was not at 
risk. Because I did not inject drugs, I was not at risk. 

My father has devoted much of his lifetime guarding against another holocaust. He is 
part of the generation who heard Pastor Nemoellor come out of the Nazi death camps to 
say,  

“They came after the Jews, and I was not a Jew, so, I did not protest. They came after 
the trade unionists, and I was not a trade unionist, so, I did not protest. Then they came 
after the Roman Catholics, and I was not a Roman Catholic, so, I did not protest. Then 
they came after me, and there was no one left to protest.” 

The – The lesson history teaches is this: If you believe you are safe, you are at risk. If 
you do not see this killer stalking your children, look again. There is no family or 
community, no race or religion, no place left in America that is safe. Until we 
genuinely embrace this message, we are a nation at risk.  

Tonight, HIV marches resolutely toward AIDS in more than a million American 
homes, littering its pathway with the bodies of the young – young men, young women, 
young parents, and young children. One of the families is mine. If it is true that HIV 
inevitably turns to AIDS, then my children will inevitably turn to orphans. My family 
has been a rock of support. 

My 84-year-old father, who has pursued the healing of the nations, will not accept the 
premise that he cannot heal his daughter. My mother refuses to be broken. She still 
calls at midnight to tell wonderful jokes that make me laugh. Sisters and friends, and 
my brother Phillip, whose birthday is today, all have helped carry me over the hardest 
places. I am blessed, richly and deeply blessed, to have such a family. 

But not all of you – But not all of you have been so blessed. You are HIV positive, but 
dare not say it. You have lost loved ones, but you dare not whisper the word AIDS. 
You weep silently. You grieve alone. I have a message for you. It is not you who 
should feel shame. It is we – we who tolerate ignorance and practice prejudice, we who 



have taught you to fear. We must lift our shroud of silence, making it safe for you to 
reach out for compassion. It is our task to seek safety for our children, not in quiet 
denial, but in effective action. 

Someday our children will be grown. My son Max, now four, will take the measure of 
his mother. My son Zachary, now two, will sort through his memories. I may not be 
here to hear their judgments, but I know already what I hope they are. I want my 
children to know that their mother was not a victim. She was a messenger. I do not 
want them to think, as I once did, that courage is the absence of fear. I want them to 
know that courage is the strength to act wisely when most we are afraid. I want them to 
have the courage to step forward when called by their nation or their Party and give 
leadership, no matter what the personal cost. 

I ask no more of you than I ask of myself or of my children. To the millions of you who 
are grieving, who are frightened, who have suffered the ravages of AIDS firsthand: 
Have courage, and you will find support. To the millions who are strong, I issue the 
plea: Set aside prejudice and politics to make room for compassion and sound policy. 

To my children, I make this pledge: I will not give in, Zachary, because I draw my 
courage from you. Your silly giggle gives me hope; your gentle prayers give me 
strength; and you, my child, give me the reason to say to America, "You are at risk." 
And I will not rest, Max, until I have done all I can to make your world safe. I will seek 
a place where intimacy is not the prelude to suffering. I will not hurry to leave you, my 
children, but when I go, I pray that you will not suffer shame on my account. 

To all within the sound of my voice, I appeal: Learn with me the lessons of history and 
of grace, so my children will not be afraid to say the word "AIDS" when I am gone. 
Then, their children and yours may not need to whisper it at all. 

God bless the children, and God bless us all. 

Good night. 

 

ROBERT F. KENNEDY: REMARKS ON THE ASSASSINATION OF MARTIN 

LUTHER KING, JR. 

delivered on April 4, 1968, Indianapolis, IN  
 

Ladies and Gentlemen: I’m only going to talk to you just for a minute or so this 
evening, because I have some very sad news for all of you – Could you lower those 
signs, please? – I have some very sad news for all of you, and, I think, sad news for all 
of our fellow citizens, and people who love peace all over the world; and that is that 
Martin Luther King was shot and was killed tonight in Memphis, Tennessee.  

Martin Luther King dedicated his life to love and to justice between fellow human 
beings. He died in the cause of that effort. In this difficult day, in this difficult time for 
the United States, it’s perhaps well to ask what kind of a nation we are and what 
direction we want to move in. For those of you who are black – considering the 
evidence evidently is that there were white people who were responsible – you can be 
filled with bitterness, and with hatred, and a desire for revenge.  



We can move in that direction as a country, in greater polarization – black people 
amongst blacks, and white amongst whites, filled with hatred toward one another. Or 
we can make an effort, as Martin Luther King did, to understand, and to comprehend, 
and replace that violence, that stain of bloodshed that has spread across our land, with 
an effort to understand, compassion and love.  

For those of you who are black and are tempted to be filled with hatred and mistrust of 
the injustice of such an act, against all white people, I would only say that I can also 
feel in my own heart the same kind of feeling. I had a member of my family killed, but 
he was killed by a white man.  

But we have to make an effort in the United States, we have to make an effort to 
understand, to get beyond, or go beyond these rather difficult times.  

My favorite poem, my favorite poet was Aeschylus. And he once wrote:  

“Even in our sleep, pain which cannot forget 
falls drop by drop upon the heart, 
until, in our own despair, 
against our will, 
comes wisdom 
through the awful grace of God.”  

What we need in the United States is not division; what we need in the United States is 
not hatred; what we need in the United States is not violence and lawlessness, but is 
love and wisdom, and compassion toward one another, and a feeling of justice toward 
those who still suffer within our country, whether they be white or whether they be 
black.  

So I ask you tonight to return home, to say a prayer for the family of Martin Luther 
King – yeah, it’s true – but more importantly to say a prayer for our own country, 
which all of us love – a prayer for understanding and that compassion of which I spoke.  

We can do well in this country. We will have difficult times. We’ve had difficult times 
in the past. And we will have difficult times in the future. It is not the end of violence; 
it is not the end of lawlessness; and it’s not the end of disorder.  

But the vast majority of white people and the vast majority of black people in this 
country want to live together, want to improve the quality of our life, and want justice 
for all human beings that abide in our land.  

Let us dedicate ourselves to what the Greeks wrote so many years ago: to tame the 
savageness of man and make gentle the life of this world. Let us dedicate ourselves to 
that, and say a prayer for our country and for our people.  

Thank you very much.  

 

RONALD REAGAN: FIRST INAUGURAL ADDRESS – "PUTTING 

AMERICAN BACK TO WORK"  

delivered on January 20, 1981  

 

*[Swearing-in on Ronald Reagan by USSC Chief Justice Warren Burger]* 



Thank you. Thank you.  

Senator Hatfield, Mr. Chief Justice, Mr. President, Vice President Bush, Vice President 
Mondale, Senator Baker, Speaker O’Neill, Reverend Moomaw, and my fellow citizens:  

To a few of us here today this is a solemn and most momentous occasion. And, yet, in 
the history of our nation it is a commonplace occurrence. The orderly transfer of 
authority as called for in the Constitution routinely takes place as it has for almost two 
centuries and few of us stop to think how unique we really are. In the eyes of many in 
the world, this every-four-year ceremony we accept as normal is nothing less than a 
miracle.  

Mr. President, I want our fellow citizens to know how much you did to carry on this 
tradition. By your gracious cooperation in the transition process you have shown a 
watching world that we are a united people pledged to maintaining a political system 
which guarantees individual liberty to a greater degree than any other. And I thank you 
and your people for all your help in maintaining the continuity which is the bulwark of 
our republic.  

The business of our nation goes forward.  

These United States are confronted with an economic affliction of great proportions. 
We suffer from the longest and one of the worst sustained inflations in our national 
history. It distorts our economic decisions, penalizes thrift, and crushes the struggling 
young and the fixed-income elderly alike. It threatens to shatter the lives of millions of 
our people. Idle industries have cast workers into unemployment, human misery and 
personal indignity.  

Those who do work are denied a fair return for their labor by a tax system which 
penalizes successful achievement and keeps us from maintaining full productivity. But 
great as our tax burden is, it has not kept pace with public spending. For decades we 
have piled deficit upon deficit, mortgaging our future and our children’s future for the 
temporary convenience of the present. To continue this long trend is to guarantee 
tremendous social, cultural, political, and economic upheavals.  

You and I, as individuals, can, by borrowing, live beyond our means, but for only a 
limited period of time. Why then should we think that collectively, as a nation, we are 
not bound by that same limitation?  

We must act today in order to preserve tomorrow. And let there be no 
misunderstanding – we’re going to begin to act beginning today. The economic ills we 
suffer have come upon us over several decades. They will not go away in days, weeks, 
or months, but they will go away. They will go away because we as Americans have 
the capacity now, as we have had in the past, to do whatever needs to be done to 
preserve this last and greatest bastion of freedom.  

In this present crisis, government is not the solution to our problem; government is the 
problem. From time to time we’ve been tempted to believe that society has become too 
complex to be managed by self-rule, that government by an elite group is superior to 
government for, by, and of the people. But if no one among us is capable of governing 
himself, then who among us has the capacity to govern someone else?  



All of us together – in and out of government – must bear the burden. The solutions we 
seek must be equitable with no one group singled out to pay a higher price. We hear 
much of special interest groups. Well our concern must be for a special interest group 
that has been too long neglected. It knows no sectional boundaries, or ethnic and racial 
divisions, and it crosses political party lines. It is made up of men and women who raise 
our food, patrol our streets, man our mines and factories, teach our children, keep our 
homes, and heal us when we’re sick – professionals, industrialists, shopkeepers, clerks, 
cabbies, and truck drivers. They are, in short, “We the People.” This breed called 
Americans.  

Well, this Administration’s objective will be a healthy, vigorous, growing economy that 
provides equal opportunities for all Americans with no barriers born of bigotry or 
discrimination. Putting America back to work means putting all Americans back to 
work. Ending inflation means freeing all Americans from the terror of runaway living 
costs.  

All must share in the productive work of this “new beginning,” and all must share in 
the bounty of a revived economy.  

With the idealism and fair play which are the core of our system and our strength, we 
can have a strong and prosperous America at peace with itself and the world. So as we 
begin, let us take inventory.  

We are a nation that has a government – not the other way around. And this makes us 
special among the nations of the earth. Our Government has no power except that 
granted it by the people. It is time to check and reverse the growth of government 
which shows signs of having grown beyond the consent of the governed.  

It is my intention to curb the size and influence of the Federal establishment and to 
demand recognition of the distinction between the powers granted to the Federal 
Government and those reserved to the states or to the people.  

All of us – all of us need to be reminded that the Federal Government did not create the 
states; the states created the Federal Government.  

Now, so there will be no misunderstanding, it’s not my intention to do away with 
government. It is rather to make it work – work with us, not over us; to stand by our 
side, not ride on our back. Government can and must provide opportunity, not smother 
it; foster productivity, not stifle it. If we look to the answer as to why for so many years 
we achieved so much, prospered as no other people on earth, it was because here in this 
land we unleashed the energy and individual genius of man to a greater extent than has 
ever been done before.  

Freedom and the dignity of the individual have been more available and assured here 
than in any other place on earth. The price for this freedom at times has been high, but 
we have never been unwilling to pay that price.  

It is no coincidence that our present troubles parallel and are proportionate to the 
intervention and intrusion in our lives that result from unnecessary and excessive 
growth of Government.  

It is time for us to realize that we are too great a nation to limit ourselves to small 
dreams. We’re not, as some would have us believe, doomed to an inevitable decline. I 



do not believe in a fate that will fall on us no matter what we do. I do believe in a fate 
that will fall on us if we do nothing.  

So with all the creative energy at our command, let us begin an era of national renewal. 
Let us renew our determination, our courage, and our strength. And let us renew our 
faith and our hope. We have every right to dream heroic dreams.  

Those who say that we’re in a time when there are no heroes – they just don’t know 
where to look. You can see heroes every day going in and out of factory gates. Others, 
a handful in number, produce enough food to feed all of us and then the world beyond. 
You meet heroes across a counter – and they’re on both sides of that counter. There are 
entrepreneurs with faith in themselves and faith in an idea who create new jobs, new 
wealth and opportunity.  

There are individuals and families whose taxes support the Government and whose 
voluntary gifts support church, charity, culture, art, and education. Their patriotism is 
quiet but deep. Their values sustain our national life.  

Now I have used the words “they” and “their” in speaking of these heroes. I could say 
“you” and “your” because I’m addressing the heroes of whom I speak – you, the 
citizens of this blessed land. Your dreams, your hopes, your goals are going to be the 
dreams, the hopes, and the goals of this Administration, so help me God.  

We shall reflect the compassion that is so much a part of your make-up. How can we 
love our country and not love our countrymen – and loving them reach out a hand when 
they fall, heal them when they’re sick, and provide opportunity to make them self-
sufficient so they will be equal in fact and not just in theory? Can we solve the 
problems confronting us? Well the answer is an unequivocal and emphatic "Yes." To 
paraphrase Winston Churchill, I did not take the oath I’ve just taken with the intention 
of presiding over the dissolution of the world’s strongest economy.  

In the days ahead, I will propose removing the roadblocks that have slowed our 
economy and reduced productivity. Steps will be taken aimed at restoring the balance 
between the various levels of government. Progress may be slow – measured in inches 
and feet, not miles – but we will progress. It is time to reawaken this industrial giant, to 
get government back within its means, and to lighten our punitive tax burden. And 
these will be our first priorities, and on these principles there will be no compromise.  

On the eve or our struggle for independence a man who might’ve been one of the 
greatest among the Founding Fathers, Dr. Joseph Warren, president of the 
Massachusetts Congress, said to his fellow Americans,  

“Our country is in danger, but not to be despaired of. On you depend the fortunes 
of America. You are to decide the important question upon which rest the 
happiness and the liberty of millions yet unborn. Act worthy of yourselves.” 

Well I believe we, the Americans of today, are ready to act worthy of ourselves, ready 
to do what must be done to insure happiness and liberty for ourselves, our children, and 
our children’s children. And as we renew ourselves here in our own land, we will be 
seen as having greater strength throughout the world. We will again be the exemplar of 
freedom and a beacon of hope for those who do not now have freedom.  



To those neighbors and allies who share our freedom, we will strengthen our historic 
ties and assure them of our support and firm commitment. We will match loyalty with 
loyalty. We will strive for mutually beneficial relations. We will not use our friendship 
to impose on their sovereignty, for our own sovereignty is not for sale.  

As for the enemies of freedom, those who are potential adversaries, they will be 
reminded that peace is the highest aspiration of the American people. We will negotiate 
for it, sacrifice for it; we will not surrender for it – now or ever. Our forbearance should 
never be misunderstood. Our reluctance for conflict should not be misjudged as a 
failure of will. When action is required to preserve our national security, we will act. 
We will maintain sufficient strength to prevail if need be, knowing that if we do so, we 
have the best chance of never having to use that strength.  

Above all we must realize that no arsenal or no weapon in the arsenals of the world is 
so formidable as the will and moral courage of free men and women. It is a weapon our 
adversaries in today’s world do not have. It is a weapon that we as Americans do have. 
Let that be understood by those who practice terrorism and prey upon their neighbors.  

I am – I’m told that tens of thousands of prayer meetings are being held on this day; 
and for that I am deeply grateful. We are a nation under God, and I believe God 
intended for us to be free. It would be fitting and good, I think, if on each inaugural day 
in future years it should be declared a day of prayer.  

This is the first time in our history that this ceremony has been held, as you’ve been 
told, on this West Front of the Capitol.  

Standing here, one faces a magnificent vista, opening up on this city’s special beauty 
and history. At the end of this open mall are those shrines to the giants on whose 
shoulders we stand. Directly in front of me, the monument to a monumental man. 
George Washington, father of our country. A man of humility who came to greatness 
reluctantly. He led America out of revolutionary victory into infant nationhood. Off to 
one side, the stately memorial to Thomas Jefferson. The Declaration of Independence 
flames with his eloquence. And then beyond the Reflecting Pool, the dignified columns 
of the Lincoln Memorial. Whoever would understand in his heart the meaning of 
America will find it in the life of Abraham Lincoln.  

Beyond those moments – those monuments to heroism is the Potomac River, and on the 
far shore the sloping hills of Arlington National Cemetery, with its row upon row of 
simple white markers bearing crosses or Stars of David. They add up to only a tiny 
fraction of the price that has been paid for our freedom.  

Each one of those markers is a monument to the kind of hero I spoke of earlier. Their 
lives ended in places called Belleau Wood, the Argonne, Omaha Beach, Salerno, and 
halfway around the world on Guadalcanal, Tarawa, Pork Chop Hill, the Chosin 
Reservoir, and in a hundred rice paddies and jungles of a place called Vietnam.  

Under one such a marker lies a young man, Martin Treptow, who left his job in a small 
town barber shop in 1917 to go to France with the famed Rainbow Division. There, on 
the Western front, he was killed trying to carry a message between battalions under 
heavy fire. We’re told that on his body was found a diary. On the flyleaf under the 
heading, “My Pledge,” he had written these words:  



“America must win this war. Therefore, I will work; I will save; I will sacrifice; I 
will endure; I will fight cheerfully and do my utmost, as if the issue of the whole 
struggle depended on me alone.” 

The crisis we are facing today does not require of us the kind of sacrifice that Martin 
Treptow and so many thousands of others were called upon to make. It does require, 
however, our best effort, and our willingness to believe in ourselves and to believe in 
our capacity to perform great deeds; to believe that together with God’s help we can 
and will resolve the problems which now confront us.  

And after all, why shouldn’t we believe that? We are Americans.  

God bless you and thank you. Thank you very much.  

 

RONALD REAGAN: THE SPACE SHUTTLE "CHALLENGER" TRAGEDY 

ADDRESS 

delivered on January 28, 1986 
 

Ladies and Gentlemen, I’d planned to speak to you tonight to report on the state of the 
Union, but the events of earlier today have led me to change those plans. Today is a day 
for mourning and remembering. Nancy and I are pained to the core by the tragedy of 
the shuttle Challenger. We know we share this pain with all of the people of our 
country. This is truly a national loss. 

Nineteen years ago, almost to the day, we lost three astronauts in a terrible accident on 
the ground. But we’ve never lost an astronaut in flight. We’ve never had a tragedy like 
this. And perhaps we’ve forgotten the courage it took for the crew of the shuttle. But 
they, the Challenger Seven, were aware of the dangers, but overcame them and did 
their jobs brilliantly. We mourn seven heroes: Michael Smith, Dick Scobee, Judith 
Resnik, Ronald McNair, Ellison Onizuka, Gregory Jarvis, and Christa McAuliffe. We 
mourn their loss as a nation together. 

For the families of the seven, we cannot bear, as you do, the full impact of this tragedy. 
But we feel the loss, and we’re thinking about you so very much. Your loved ones were 
daring and brave, and they had that special grace, that special spirit that says, "Give me 
a challenge, and I’ll meet it with joy." They had a hunger to explore the universe and 
discover its truths. They wished to serve, and they did. They served all of us. 

We’ve grown used to wonders in this century. It’s hard to dazzle us. But for twenty-
five years the United States space program has been doing just that. We’ve grown used 
to the idea of space, and, perhaps we forget that we’ve only just begun. We’re still 
pioneers. They, the members of the Challenger crew, were pioneers. 

And I want to say something to the schoolchildren of America who were watching the 
live coverage of the shuttle’s take-off. I know it’s hard to understand, but sometimes 
painful things like this happen. It’s all part of the process of exploration and discovery. 
It’s all part of taking a chance and expanding man’s horizons. The future doesn’t 
belong to the fainthearted; it belongs to the brave. The Challenger crew was pulling us 
into the future, and we’ll continue to follow them. 



I’ve always had great faith in and respect for our space program. And what happened 
today does nothing to diminish it. We don’t hide our space program. We don’t keep 
secrets and cover things up. We do it all up front and in public. That’s the way freedom 
is, and we wouldn’t change it for a minute.  

We’ll continue our quest in space. There will be more shuttle flights and more shuttle 
crews and, yes, more volunteers, more civilians, more teachers in space. Nothing ends 
here; our hopes and our journeys continue. 

I want to add that I wish I could talk to every man and woman who works for NASA, 
or who worked on this mission and tell them: "Your dedication and professionalism 
have moved and impressed us for decades. And we know of your anguish. We share it." 

There’s a coincidence today. On this day three hundred and ninety years ago, the great 
explorer Sir Francis Drake died aboard ship off the coast of Panama. In his lifetime the 
great frontiers were the oceans, and a historian later said, "He lived by the sea, died on 
it, and was buried in it." Well, today, we can say of the Challenger crew: Their 
dedication was, like Drake’s, complete. 

The crew of the space shuttle Challenger honored us by the manner in which they lived 
their lives. We will never forget them, nor the last time we saw them, this morning, as 
they prepared for their journey and waved goodbye and "slipped the surly bonds of 
earth" to "touch the face of God." 

Thank you. 

 

WILLIAM FAULKNER: SPEECH ACCEPTING THE NOBEL PRIZE IN 

LITERATURE  

originally delivered on December 10, 1950 in Stockholm, Sweden 

 

I feel that this award was not made to me as a man, but to my work – a life’s work in 
the agony and sweat of the human spirit, not for glory and least of all for profit, but to 
create out of the materials of the human spirit something which did not exist before. So 
this award is only mine in trust. It will not be difficult to find a dedication for the 
money part of it commensurate with the purpose and significance of its origin. But I 
would like to do the same with the acclaim too, by using this moment as a pinnacle 
from which I might be listened to by the young men and women already dedicated to 
the same anguish and travail, among whom is already that one who will some day stand 
here where I am standing. 

Our tragedy today is a general and universal physical fear so long sustained by now that 
we can even bear it. There are no longer problems of the spirit. There is only the 
question: When will I be blown up? Because of this, the young man or woman writing 
today has forgotten the problems of the human heart in conflict with itself which alone 
can make good writing because only that is worth writing about, worth the agony and 
the sweat. 

He must learn them again. He must teach himself that the basest of all things is to be 
afraid; and, teaching himself that, forget it forever, leaving no room in his workshop for 
anything but the old verities and truths of the heart, the old universal truths lacking 



which any story is ephemeral and doomed – love and honor and pity and pride and 
compassion and sacrifice. Until he does so, he labors under a curse. He writes not of 
love but of lust, of defeats in which nobody loses anything of value, of victories 
without hope and, worst of all, without pity or compassion. His griefs grieve on no 
universal bones, leaving no scars. He writes not of the heart but of the glands. 

Until he relearns these things, he will write as though he stood among and watched the 
end of man. I decline to accept the end of man. It is easy enough to say that man is 
immortal simply because he will endure: that when the last ding-dong of doom has 
clanged and faded from the last worthless rock hanging tideless in the last red and 
dying evening, that even then there will still be one more sound: that of his puny 
inexhaustible voice, still talking. I refuse to accept this. I believe that man will not 
merely endure: he will prevail. He is immortal, not because he alone among creatures 
has an inexhaustible voice, but because he has a soul, a spirit capable of compassion 
and sacrifice and endurance. 

The poet’s, the writer’s, duty is to write about these things. It is his privilege to help 
man endure by lifting his heart, by reminding him of the courage and honor and hope 
and pride and compassion and pity and sacrifice which have been the glory of his past. 
The poet’s voice need not merely be the record of man, it can be one of the props, the 
pillars to help him endure and prevail. 

 

WILLIAM JEFFERSON CLINTON: OKLAHOMA BOMBING MEMORIAL 

PRAYER SERVICE ADDRESS 

delivered on April 23, 1995 in Oklahoma City, OK  

 

Thank you very much, Governor Keating and Mrs. Keating, Reverend Graham, to the 
families of those who have been lost and wounded, to the people of Oklahoma City, 
who have endured so much, and the people of this wonderful state, to all of you who 
are here as our fellow Americans. 

I am honored to be here today to represent the American people. But I have to tell you 
that Hillary and I also come as parents, as husband and wife, as people who were your 
neighbors for some of the best years of our lives. 

Today our nation joins with you in grief. We mourn with you. We share your hope 
against hope that some may still survive. We thank all those who have worked so 
heroically to save lives and to solve this crime – those here in Oklahoma and those who 
are all across this great land, and many who left their own lives to come here to work 
hand in hand with you. We pledge to do all we can to help you heal the injured, to 
rebuild this city, and to bring to justice those who did this evil. 

This terrible sin took the lives of our American family, innocent children in that 
building, only because their parents were trying to be good parents as well as good 
workers; citizens in the building going about their daily business; and many there who 
served the rest of us – who worked to help the elderly and the disabled, who worked to 
support our farmers and our veterans, who worked to enforce our laws and to protect 
us. Let us say clearly, they served us well, and we are grateful. 



But for so many of you they were also neighbors and friends. You saw them at church 
or the PTA meetings, at the civic clubs, at the ball park. You know them in ways that 
all the rest of America could not. And to all the members of the families here present 
who have suffered loss, though we share your grief, your pain is unimaginable, and we 
know that. We cannot undo it. That is God’s work. 

Our words seem small beside the loss you have endured. But I found a few I wanted to 
share today. I’ve received a lot of letters in these last terrible days. One stood out 
because it came from a young widow and a mother of three whose own husband was 
murdered with over 200 other Americans when Pan Am 103 was shot down. Here is 
what that woman said I should say to you today: 

The anger you feel is valid, but you must not allow yourselves to be consumed by it. 
The hurt you feel must not be allowed to turn into hate, but instead into the search for 
justice. The loss you feel must not paralyze your own lives. Instead, you must try to pay 
tribute to your loved ones by continuing to do all the things they left undone, thus 
ensuring they did not die in vain. 

Wise words from one who also knows. 

You have lost too much, but you have not lost everything. And you have certainly not 
lost America, for we will stand with you for as many tomorrows as it takes. 

If ever we needed evidence of that, I could only recall the words of Governor and Mrs. 
Keating: "If anybody thinks that Americans are mostly mean and selfish, they ought to 
come to Oklahoma. If anybody thinks Americans have lost the capacity for love and 
caring and courage, they ought to come to Oklahoma." 

To all my fellow Americans beyond this hall, I say, one thing we owe those who have 
sacrificed is the duty to purge ourselves of the dark forces which gave rise to this evil. 
They are forces that threaten our common peace, our freedom, our way of life. Let us 
teach our children that the God of comfort is also the God of righteousness: Those who 
trouble their own house will inherit the wind.¹ Justice will prevail.  

Let us let our own children know that we will stand against the forces of fear. When 
there is talk of hatred, let us stand up and talk against it. When there is talk of violence, 
let us stand up and talk against it. In the face of death, let us honor life. As St. Paul 
admonished us, Let us "not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good." 

Yesterday, Hillary and I had the privilege of speaking with some children of other 
federal employees – children like those who were lost here. And one little girl said 
something we will never forget. She said, "We should all plant a tree in memory of the 
children." So this morning before we got on the plane to come here, at the White 
House, we planted that tree in honor of the children of Oklahoma. It was a dogwood 
with its wonderful spring flower and its deep, enduring roots. It embodies the lesson of 
the Psalms – that the life of a good person is like a tree whose leaf does not wither. 

My fellow Americans, a tree takes a long time to grow, and wounds take a long time to 
heal. But we must begin. Those who are lost now belong to God. Some day we will be 
with them. But until that happens, their legacy must be our lives. 

Thank you all, and God bless you. 
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