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· I'm glad to welcome all of you to the Conference on the Rule of Law.  I'd like to thank all of the organizers and sponsors who have made this possible, and all of our panelists and speakers.  

· We gather this morning to contribute our own unique perspectives to a conversation that is taking place across the United States and in many other nations as well.  We are joining lawyers and engineers, educators and public health officials, clergy and human rights specialists who have met to talk about the rule of law in Prague and in Singapore, in Buenos Aires and in Accra, Ghana.  This international dialogue will culminate at an international meeting in Vienna the first week of July.  I look forward to hearing what we have learned from this international collaboration. 

· It is fitting that we gather together to celebrate and reflect upon the rule of law in this particular setting, the John Adams Courthouse.  Adams is perhaps the founder most famous for defense of the rule of law.  In his writings, he argued for “a government of laws, not men.”  And he acted on that throughout his career, most notably by defending – successfully – the British soldiers charged in the Boston Massacre.  So we have chosen an auspicious location to begin this discussion, in both its history and the standard that sets for us.  

· I remember back during my campaign, we held one of our first town halls in a college auditorium in Newton.  I made my pitch to a friendly but skeptical crowd and opened the floor to questions.  The first question came from my freshman college roommate.  

· Greg had come to Harvard from Sioux City, Iowa and we had nothing in common except the personal certainty that each of us was the one who would get the call that we had been admitted to Harvard by mistake.  We were inseparable as freshmen, but we had eventually lost touch.  

· Now, here he was, a middle aged doctor, in a 20-plus-year relationship with a man he had met in college.  They had a 10-year-old son.  He told me he and his partner were going to get married soon, but they were feeling vulnerable because of the ballot initiative to ban same sex marriage equality.  He asked me if, as governor, I would protect his marriage.

· Of course, I agreed that I would.  Not because Greg is a close friend of mine, and not because my social values lead me to accept his choices, but because I believe that his right to be married is secure in a society founded on the rule of law.

· When our Supreme Judicial Court announced its decision in Goodridge five years ago, recognizing the right of gay men and women to marry, it simply reaffirmed the fundamental principle that people come before their government as equals.   

· And that is a bedrock principle in our society.  The foundation for the American Story is a handful of civic ideals.  Those ideals are embodied in the concepts of equality and the rule of law.  Equality before the law, equal protection by the law, and equal application of the law.

· But let us be clear what we mean by the “rule of law.”  Particularly when we enter into this conversation with people of different professions and perspectives, we should agree on our terms.  I suggest that we adopt for today’s purposes the World Justice Project’s working definition of the “rule of law”.  That definition reflects four universal principles:  

· Our government, its officials and agents, are accountable under the law.

· Our laws are clear, publicized, stable and fair.  They protect fundamental rights, including the security of persons and property.

· The process by which the laws are enacted, administered and enforced is accessible, fair and efficient.  

· The laws are upheld, and access to justice is provided, by competent, independent, and ethical law enforcement officials, and judges who are of sufficient number, have adequate resources, and reflect the makeup of the communities they serve. 

 

· Even if we agree to that definition, and attempt to embody its principles in our own work, we do not mean to suggest that the rule of law is perfect or a panacea.  There is no straight path between higher law, and the laws made by women and men.  It is a road built painstakingly, piece by piece.

· But when we work together – legislators, judges, activists, ordinary citizens – the rule of law achieves great things.  It gave us women’s suffrage and the 19th Amendment. It gave us the civil rights movement and Brown v Board of Education, the Civil Rights Act, and the concept of one person, one vote.  

· We are not a perfect people.  But we have defined our American ideals over time and through struggle as equality, opportunity and fair play.  For that, at the end of the day, whether you think we deserve it or not, we are an inspiration to the world.  

· And yet today, we face some of the greatest challenges to the rule of law in the history of our country.  More than thirty years after the Supreme Court ruled President Nixon could not use executive privilege to shield himself from Watergate, another president invokes executive privilege to evade investigations, congressional subpoenas and the free flow of information.  

· This same president defends the use of extreme interrogation methods and warrantless wiretaps in the so-called War on Terror.  He says, “We need these things. Trust me.”  Well, you remember what Ronald Reagan said. “Trust but verify.”  The rule of law verifies – it verifies that all citizens have equal protection before the law, and that the law applies to our government officials as much as to all our citizens.

· Our country was founded on the idea that no person is the law, and no person is above the law.  Thomas Paine said, "In free countries the law ought to be king; and there ought to be no other." We must never forget this. The rule of law, rather than the rule of personal preference, is at the core of our national pursuit of equality. It guarantees perennial advance on the road towards our more perfect union.  That advance, as John F. Kennedy once said, is not to be based on “a sudden revolution in human nature, but on a gradual evolution of human institutions.”  

· It is in that spirit that we face a tremendous wealth of questions about the rule of law today…

· What happens next January when a new president takes over from one who has, through his actions, seriously undermined our historic adherence to the rule of law?
· How do we reinsert the notion of “the rule of law” back into American political conversation?  A conversation where “the rule of law” has too often come to mean a platform of inflexible views on issues like immigration or mandatory drug sentencing or the death penalty. 

· How do we preserve rule of law and deal responsibly and effectively with the threat of terrorism?

· How do we encourage the rule of law elsewhere in the world?  Not just in places like Iraq or Afghanistan, where we have used force presumably to instill democracy and freedom, but also in developing countries like China.  How do we foster both human rights, and also protections for our own businesses and intellectual property with our trading partners?

· How do we use the rule of law to tackle one of the most important challenges of the 21st century – protecting our environment?  Here in Massachusetts, we are at the forefront of this movement – using the Rule of Law to help foster renewable energy development and energy independence, and passing the first ever state law to manage and protect the state’s ocean waters.  

· Today, each of you in this room will think about some of these questions.  And you will start a public dialogue, looking for creative solutions under the rule of law that advance us down the road towards our more perfect union.   We can only touch the tip of the iceberg this morning, but this is a remarkably important conversation you are beginning.  I’m looking forward to hearing where you take us.  

Thank you.

