
President Barack Obama’s Inaugural Address, January 20, 2009

[...] On this day, we gather because we have chosen hope over fear, unity of purpose over
conflict and discord. On this day, we come to proclaim an end to the petty grievances and false
promises, the recriminations and worn-out dogmas that for far too long have strangled our politics.
We remain a young nation. But in the words of Scripture, the time has come to set aside childish
things. The time has come to reaffirm our enduring spirit; to choose our better history; to carry5

forward that precious gift, that noble idea passed on from generation to generation: the God-given
promise that all are equal, all are free, and all deserve a chance to pursue their full measure of
happiness. (Applause.)

In reaffirming the greatness of our nation we understand that greatness is never a given. It must be
earned. Our journey has never been one of short-cuts or settling for less. It has not been the path for the10
faint-hearted, for those that prefer leisure over work, or seek only the pleasures of riches and fame.
Rather, it has been the risk-takers, the doers, the makers of things -- some celebrated, but more often men
and women obscure in their labor -- who have carried us up the long rugged path towards prosperity and
freedom.

For us, they packed up their few worldly possessions and traveled across oceans in search of a new15
life. For us, they toiled in sweatshops, and settled the West, endured the lash of the whip, and plowed the
hard earth. For us, they fought and died in places like Concord and Gettysburg, Normandy and Khe
Sahn.

Time and again these men and women struggled and sacrificed and worked till their hands were
raw so that we might live a better life. They saw America as bigger than the sum of our individual20

ambitions, greater than all the differences of birth or wealth or faction.
[...]
As for our common defense, we reject as false the choice between our safety and our ideals. Our

Founding Fathers, faced with perils that we can scarcely imagine, drafted a charter to assure the rule of
law and the rights of man -- a charter expanded by the blood of generations. Those ideals still light the25
world, and we will not give them up for expedience sake. (Applause.)

And so, to all the other peoples and governments who are watching today, from the grandest
capitals to the small village where my father was born, know that America is a friend of each nation, and
every man, woman and child who seeks a future of peace and dignity. And we are ready to lead once
more. (Applause.)30

Recall that earlier generations faced down fascism and communism not just with missiles and tanks,
but with the sturdy alliances and enduring convictions. They understood that our power alone cannot
protect us, nor does it entitle us to do as we please. Instead they knew that our power grows through its
prudent use; our security emanates from the justness of our cause, the force of our example, the tempering
qualities of humility and restraint.35

We are the keepers of this legacy. Guided by these principles once more we can meet those new
threats that demand even greater effort, even greater cooperation and understanding between nations.
We will begin to responsibly leave Iraq to its people and forge a hard-earned peace in Afghanistan. With
old friends and former foes, we'll work tirelessly to lessen the nuclear threat, and roll back the specter of a
warming planet.40

We will not apologize for our way of life, nor will we waver in its defense. And for those who seek
to advance their aims by inducing terror and slaughtering innocents, we say to you now that our spirit is
stronger and cannot be broken -- you cannot outlast us, and we will defeat you. (Applause.)

For we know that our patchwork heritage is a strength, not a weakness. We are a nation of
Christians and Muslims, Jews and Hindus, and non-believers. We are shaped by every language and45
culture, drawn from every end of this Earth; and because we have tasted the bitter swill of civil war and
segregation, and emerged from that dark chapter stronger and more united, we cannot help but believe
that the old hatreds shall someday pass; that the lines of tribe shall soon dissolve; that as the world grows
smaller, our common humanity shall reveal itself; and that America must play its role in ushering in a new
era of peace.50



To the Muslim world, we seek a new way forward, based on mutual interest and mutual respect. To
those leaders around the globe who seek to sow conflict, or blame their society's ills on the West, know
that your people will judge you on what you can build, not what you destroy. (Applause.)

To those who cling to power through corruption and deceit and the silencing of dissent, know that
you are on the wrong side of history, but that we will extend a hand if you are willing to unclench your55
fist. (Applause.)

To the people of poor nations, we pledge to work alongside you to make your farms flourish and
let clean waters flow; to nourish starved bodies and feed hungry minds. And to those nations like ours that
enjoy relative plenty, we say we can no longer afford indifference to the suffering outside our borders,
nor can we consume the world's resources without regard to effect. For the world has changed, and we60

must change with it.
As we consider the role that unfolds before us, we remember with humble gratitude those brave

Americans who at this very hour patrol far-off deserts and distant mountains. They have something to tell
us, just as the fallen heroes who lie in Arlington whisper through the ages.

We honor them not only because they are the guardians of our liberty, but because they embody65
the spirit of service -- a willingness to find meaning in something greater than themselves.

And yet at this moment, a moment that will define a generation, it is precisely this spirit that must
inhabit us all. For as much as government can do, and must do, it is ultimately the faith and determination
of the American people upon which this nation relies. It is the kindness to take in a stranger when the
levees break, the selflessness of workers who would rather cut their hours than see a friend lose their job70
which sees us through our darkest hours. It is the firefighter's courage to storm a stairway filled with
smoke, but also a parent's willingness to nurture a child that finally decides our fate.

Our challenges may be new. The instruments with which we meet them may be new. But those
values upon which our success depends -- honesty and hard work, courage and fair play, tolerance and
curiosity, loyalty and patriotism -- these things are old. These things are true. They have been the quiet75
force of progress throughout our history.

What is demanded, then, is a return to these truths. What is required of us now is a new era of
responsibility -- a recognition on the part of every American that we have duties to ourselves, our nation
and the world; duties that we do not grudgingly accept, but rather seize gladly, firm in the knowledge
that there is nothing so satisfying to the spirit, so defining of our character than giving our all to a difficult80

task.
This is the price and the promise of citizenship. This is the source of our confidence -- the knowledge

that God calls on us to shape an uncertain destiny. This is the meaning of our liberty and our creed, why
men and women and children of every race and every faith can join in celebration across this magnificent
mall; and why a man whose father less than 60 years ago might not have been served in a local85
restaurant can now stand before you to take a most sacred oath. (Applause.)

So let us mark this day with remembrance of who we are and how far we have traveled. In the
year of America's birth, in the coldest of months, a small band of patriots huddled by dying campfires on
the shores of an icy river. The capital was abandoned. The enemy was advancing. The snow was stained
with blood. At the moment when the outcome of our revolution was most in doubt, the father of our nation90
ordered these words to be read to the people:

“Let it be told to the future world...that in the depth of winter, when nothing but hope and virtue
could survive... that the city and the country, alarmed at one common danger, came forth to meet [it].”1

America: In the face of our common dangers, in this winter of our hardship, let us remember these
timeless words. With hope and virtue, let us brave once more the icy currents, and endure what storms95

may come. Let it be said by our children's children that when we were tested we refused to let this journey
end, that we did not turn back nor did we falter; and with eyes fixed on the horizon and God's grace
upon us, we carried forth that great gift of freedom and delivered it safely to future generations.

Thank you. God bless you. And God bless the United States of America. (Applause.)

                                                            
1 The quotation is from Thomas Paine, Common Sense, but Paine’s text is said to have been read by George Washington to
his troops just before they crossed the Delaware River on December 25, 1776.



Document 1.

“The Speech. Have Inaugural Addresses been getting worse?”
by Jill Lepore, professor of American history at Harvard, in The New Yorker, January 12, 2009

Barack Obama has been studying up, reading Abraham Lincoln’s speeches, raising everyone’s
expectations for what just might be the most eagerly awaited Inaugural Address ever.
[...]
Lincoln’s are surpassingly fine; most of the rest are utterly unlovely. The longest are, unsurprisingly,
the most vacuous; it usually takes a while to say so prodigiously little. “Make it the shortest since
T.R.,” John F. Kennedy urged Ted Sorensen, who, on finishing his own reading, reported, “Lincoln
never used a two- or three-syllable word where a one-syllable word would do.” Sorensen and
Kennedy applied that rule to the writing of Kennedy’s inaugural, not just the “Ask not” but also the
“call to”: “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.”
[...]
Economy isn’t everything. “Only the short ones are remembered,” Richard Nixon concluded, after
reading all the inaugurals, an opinion that led him to say things briefly but didn’t save him from
saying them badly: “The American dream does not come to those who fall asleep.” Even when
Presidential inaugurals make more sense than that, they are not, on the whole, gripping. “The
platitude quotient tends to be high, the rhetoric stately and self-serving, the ritual obsessive, and the
surprises few,” Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., observed in 1965, and that’s still true. A bad Inaugural
Address doesn’t always augur a bad Presidency. It sinks your spirit, though. In 1857, James
Buchanan berated abolitionists for making such a fuss about slavery: “Most happy will it be for the
country when the public mind shall be diverted from this question to others of more pressing and
practical importance.” Ulysses S. Grant groused, “I have been the subject of abuse and slander
scarcely ever equaled in political history.” Dwight D. Eisenhower went for a numbered list. George
H. W. Bush compared freedom to a kite. For meaninglessness, my money’s on Jimmy Carter: “It is
that unique self-definition which has given us an exceptional appeal, but it also imposes on us a
special obligation to take on those moral duties which, when assumed, seem invariably to be in our
own best interests.” But, for monotony, it’s difficult to outdrone Warren G. Harding (“It is so bad
that a sort of grandeur creeps into it,” H. L. Mencken admitted): “I speak for administrative
efficiency, for lightened tax burdens, for sound commercial practices, for adequate credit facilities,
for sympathetic concern for all agricultural problems, for the omission of unnecessary interference
of . . .” I ellipse, lest I nod off. The American dream does not come to those who fall asleep.
[...]
Inaugural Addresses were written to be read as much as heard. Arguably, they still are. The first
thirty-three of our country’s Inaugural Addresses survive only as written words. [...] Inaugurals are
written for the future, but they look, mostly, to the past.“We are the heirs of the ages,” T.R. said),
which, when you think about it, might help explain why so many prove so unsatisfying in the
present. (“Achieve timelessness! ” is, as a piece of writing advice, probably not the most helpful.)
On January 20th, most of us will watch and listen. Delivery counts. But, for now at least, speaking
to posterity still means writing for readers. Bedside reading old inaugurals are not. But they do offer
some hints about what will be at stake when Barack Obama raises his hands, quiets the crowd, and
clears his throat.



Document 2.

Barack Obama, Acceptance Speech, Democratic Convention (Denver), Aug. 28, 2008

Four years ago, I stood before you and told you my story of the brief union between a young man
from Kenya and a young woman from Kansas who weren't well-off or well-known, but shared a belief
that in America, their son could achieve whatever he put his mind to.

It is that promise that's always set this country apart -- that through hard work and sacrifice each of us
can pursue our individual dreams but still come together as one American family, to ensure that the
next generation can pursue their dreams as well.

It's why I stand here tonight. Because for two hundred and thirty two years, at each moment when that
promise was in jeopardy, ordinary men and women, students and soldiers, farmers and teachers,
nurses and janitors -- found the courage to keep it alive.

We meet at one of those defining moments -- a moment when our nation is at war, our economy is in
turmoil, and the American promise has been threatened once more.

And it is that promise that, 45 years ago today, brought Americans from every corner of this land to
stand together on a Mall in Washington, before Lincoln's Memorial, and hear a young preacher from
Georgia speak of his Dream.

The men and women who gathered there could've heard many things. They could've heard words of
anger and discord. They could've been told to succumb to the fear and frustrations of so many dreams
deferred. But what the people heard instead -- people of every creed and color, from every walk of life
-- is that, in America, our destiny is inextricably linked, that together our dreams can be one. "We
cannot walk alone," the preacher cried. "And as we walk, we must make the pledge that we shall
always march ahead. We cannot turn back."

America, we cannot turn back, not with so much work to be done; not with so many children to
educate, and so many veterans to care for; not with an economy to fix, and cities to rebuild, and farms
to save; not with so many families to protect and so many lives to mend.

America, we cannot turn back. We cannot walk alone.

At this moment, in this election, we must pledge once more to march into the future. Let us keep that
promise, that American promise, and in the words of Scripture hold firmly, without wavering, to the
hope that we confess.



Document 3.

Martin Luther King, Speech at the Lincoln Memorial, Washington DC, August 28, 1963

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.
[...]
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 !


