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I want to thank you all for the warm welcome and for inviting me to speak with you tonight.  As I understand it, my immediate predecessors at this podium were Senator Kerry and Senator Obama.  In light of that I think it might be wise of me to start off by unequivocally confirming that I have no intention of running for President next year.  

But there are some other very important things I would like for us to talk about.  

And I’d like to begin with a story from history that connects to our present situation.  

In 1940, Winston Churchill addressed his country with a speech that opened, “The news from France is very bad.”  The Nazis had just overtaken the French army, and at that time England was alone—the last bastion of resistance in Western Europe. He went on to explain to a packed House of Commons the next day that the citizens must put aside their differences to fight their common enemy. 

The next year, as the United States prepared to enter that same fight, President Roosevelt broadcast a message to Americans saying to “disregard those few citizens of the United States who contend that we are disunited and cannot act.”

He continued:  “On the road ahead there lies hard work -- grueling work -- day and night, every hour and every minute.”  He said he didn’t want to use the word sacrifice, because the people should not “consider it a sacrifice to do all one can, to give one's best to our nation, when the nation is fighting for its existence and its future life.”

What Churchill and Roosevelt were talking about were messages of shared responsibility.  They weren’t just talking about the sacrifices of war, but the daily sacrifices that would be needed.

Compare that with “Mission Accomplished.”  Compare that with the recent testimony of General Petreaus, whose indefinite assessment of the situation in Iraq sparked not any sense of progress, but sunk immediately into politics.  The left responded, “Clearly this is a failing strategy and we need to change course,” and and the right said, “Clearly this is a working strategy and we need to stay the course.“  And the American people had no idea what was really happening.

We have asked for tremendous sacrifices from our soldiers and their families, yet have asked for no sacrifice on the home front.  Yet, the prevailing attitude from our leadership seems to be that despite the thousands of lives lost, and despite $800 billion dollars spent, this is not something that should touch us at home. 

Our present situation may not appear to be as dire as World War II.  France is free, there are no bombs dropping in Europe.  But looking a little deeper, I think we can see similar reasons to act with urgency.  A lot of the news, both at home and abroad, is very bad.

In the next few years, a number of issues are likely to reach a tipping point, creating dramatic shifts in the world as we know it – or as we presume to know it. 

I am talking about issues like global climate change, or the rise of India and China as industrial powers.  I am talking about our existence in a marketplace and political landscape that is increasingly, inevitably global, and the serious questions around what role the United States will play on the world stage in the years to come.  

On the domestic front we have unprecedented personal and federal debt levels, an income gap between the rich and poor the size of which we have not seen since the 1920s, a health care system that is not only broken but should move us to moral outrage, and a social security safety net that is speeding towards bankruptcy.  

And we are tangled in two wars with no easy solutions and a range of social, fiscal, and diplomatic repercussions that will be felt for decades, if not generations.  

Many – if not all – of these world-changing issues are going to come to a head in our lifetimes. How we respond could define the work of a generation.  What has distinguished us at other signature moments of our history is our willingness to look a challenge right in the eye, the instinct to measure it against our ideals, and the sustained dedication to close the gap between the two.  That is who we are.

The civil rights movement, the cold war, September 11th and its aftermath all called upon our idealism and confronted us with a challenge of conscience.  And in fits and starts of courage and pain, we responded to that call and reached across our differences, if only for an instant, to grasp our common humanity.

Can we repeat that same feat today?  Because right now our political discourse is not up to the task.  We seem, in the face of serious questions, unable to do what Churchill and Roosevelt did – to call for shared responsibility, for possible sacrifice, and for genuine unity in the face of real threats.  That inability strikes at the heart of our capacity to work towards progress.  You can see the effects of it all around.

Earlier this year I went to a conference in Washington with governors from across the nation, Democrats and Republicans, from every state.  One of the presenters asked by a show of hands how many of us felt that our standard of living was better than our parents’.  I think every hand in the room went up.

He then asked how many of us felt certain that our children’s standard of living would be better than our own.  And at that question, very few hands went up.  

And that is something that has stuck with me.  Here was a room of people with an unusual ability to influence and enable great changes.  Yet, there was a pervasive sense that little change could be made.   A pervasive sense that there was little to hope for in terms of improving – or even securing – this world for the generations following our own.  

I think fear is at the root of that.  I don’t mean cowardice or a lack of will, but fear as a tactic, as a lever to exploit and manipulate the course of civic action. Fear as the means by which to ignore facts and reason and overlook our better values.  

In 1956, when I was born, the nation was gripped by fear.  We were in the midst of the Cold War, in the shadow of what was called “the Communist Threat.”  Thousands of missiles were pointed at us ready to launch at a moment’s notice.  I’m sure a few of us here remember being taught in school in the event of a nuclear attack to take cover under our desks.  I still remember the air raid siren that went off every weekday at 10:30 from the roof of the fire station across the street from where we lived.  It was a mechanical test, of course; but it was also a daily reminder that we believed an atomic blast was a real and present danger.

In those days, fear was a powerful political weapon.  The suspicion of Communism – or even the slightest perception of Communist sympathies – was used to push forward or halt agendas, to throw distrust over reputations, and ruin entire careers.  

Senator McCarthy used fear to challenge so-called un-American activities and persecute actions he saw as insubordination.  That same fear was channeled in attempts to discredit the Civil Rights and student movements of the 50s and 60s.  FBI surveillance and infiltration into activist groups were predicated on ferreting out a Communist threat.  Some even went so far as erecting billboards with pictures of Dr. King attending a non-violence meeting, labeling them with the caption “Martin Luther King at Communist Training School!”  Fear of Communism was the justification for entering Vietnam, for tacitly supporting massacres in East Timor and propping up despotism in Chile.

Throughout our history, the tactics of fear have been ever present.  And in every case, they have been answered. Active citizens – surrounded by fear, and perhaps in spite of it – have stood up to power.  The contributions of active citizens helped expand freedom for poor and Black people, for women and other minorities.  

Active citizens – engaged in their own civic communities, steeped in the inherent optimism of the American experiment – have been critical to our progress.  We count on such citizens to approach problems not just with passion, but with reason and courage; to bring the power of reason to bear, not just on their own issues, but on the issues we face as a community.

The is the hallmark of the active citizen.  It represents a deep and honorable tradition in our country.  Your tradition.  And that is what we must ask of ourselves today.  Because fear – as a device to manipulate and even to govern – is at large again in our times.

Fear drove us, in the aftermath of 9/11, to round up people of Arab descent, many of them American citizens, and to hold hundreds without cause or charge.

Fear led us to lose focus on a known enemy in Afghanistan and invade Iraq instead.

Fear justified what I believe to be the greatest assault on personal freedoms (in the Patriot Act) and the greatest aggregation of Presidential power in recent history. 

Fear created the Guantanamo detention center, where the very rule of law that has made our democracy the envy of the world has been set aside.

Just a few months ago in a radio interview, a senior Pentagon official, Charles “Cully” Stimson, named some of the law firms providing free representation to the Guantanamo detainees and suggested that corporate America make those law firms – and I quote – “choose between representing terrorists and representing reputable firms.”  He attempted to mark these lawyers as enemies of society.  There was no subtlety in his message.  

Speaking about this phenomenon, former Vice President Al Gore observed that, “Fear drives out reason.  Fear suppresses the politics of discourse and opens the door to the politics of destruction.”  Quoting Justice Brandeis, Gore reminded us that, “’Men feared witches and burnt women.’”

The Vice President captured the spirit of the active citizen in the heat of danger when he said, “The founders of our country faced dire threats.  If they failed in their endeavors, they would have been hanged as traitors.  The very existence of our country was at risk.  Yet, in the teeth of those dangers, they insisted on establishing the Bill of Rights.”

Like me, he wonders:  “Is our Congress today in more danger than were their predecessors when the British army was marching on the Capitol?”

Are we?

Today when we face considerable, complicated challenges.  We cannot afford to let fear define our discourse.  Fear as Roosevelt said, “paralyzes needed efforts to convert retreat into advance.”  These are days that call for action.  

This is not a partisan position I am taking.  I don’t believe that eradicating fear from our conversation is going to transform all of us into Democrats, or even necessarily sway us towards a Democratic agenda. I believe that multiple views, posed with passion and pragmatism, in the spirit of coming together where we can to reach shared goals, makes us stronger.  Argument, persuasion and sometimes compromise is essential to the strength of enlightened civilization, and enables a system of government that must be able to act and react to the ever-changing needs of its people.  

Our contrasts often sharpen our thinking, something that is impossible to do while walking in lock step.  Confronting our differences soberly, without fear is our only hope for real progress.  

   

Take the issue of taxes.  I was struck during President Bush’s advocacy for his tax cuts.  You may remember he made the argument that it is your money and that the government should give that back.  And he was right.  It is your money.

But he was incomplete in the argument because you see it is also your broken roads, your overcrowded school, it’s your broken neighborhood and your broken neighbor too for that matter. 

Perhaps what we ought to discuss, rather than racing to the No New Taxes pledge, is where our tax burden tends to fall.  Many of our companies in Massachusetts pay the minimum in corporate tax – about $400.  That is less than some individuals pay, far less than the average family’s property tax bill. 

We all recognize that this argument is not simple.  In my career I have looked at this from the perspective of a boardroom as well as the Governor’s office.  I don’t want to make it harder for businesses to bring jobs and investment to my state.  I don’t want to hurt our ability to compete with other states.  But there is an equity to be realized here.

Not only that, but it hurts competitiveness if our roads and bridges are unsuitable for shipping, if our schools aren’t providing an educated, highly skilled workforce.  Companies won’t locate in communities that don’t have the resources to provide basic services, much less invest in the infrastructure expansions needed to handle new business.  We need to be talking about these things too.

In our discussions on public safety, we are urged to come down hard on offenders, to lock them up and throw away the key.  Anything less is labeled “soft on crime.”  Constructive ideas like treatment programs rather than jail time for non-violent drug abusers, or re-entry assistance for released prisoners get shouted down.  As a result, we are unable to sufficiently address the root causes of crime, or make any substantial progress in breaking the cycles of poverty and violence.

I know you have met with this same phenomenon in your public conversation at Brown.  This institution recently undertook the difficult task of examining the role that slavery played in its history.  That was done at the risk of significant damage to the prestige of the University – both for what was learned in acknowledging difficult truths, and for daring to acknowledge them in the first place.  But the decision was carried forward, and has been roundly received as a step towards healing, rather than an opening of old wounds.  Brown and its community is stronger for having made that difficult choice.  Frankly, America is stronger for these first steps in looking candidly at our past, and seeing what lessons that brings to the present.  

The alternative to that openness is civic discourse as battlefield. The political blood sport and partisan bickering, the ineffective and cynical arguments of our leadership that today cause too many people to check out of civic life altogether.  Is it any wonder that, for a very long time now, we have been given the message that government is a bad thing, that it exists only to serve the powerful, that its job is not important, and that all of us are on our own.

I had just a few weeks ago a group of teenagers come to my office hoping to talk to me.   

These kids had been part of a program that surveyed them and their peers about things like crime in their communities, and what they thought of their schools, and a number of other issues.  One of the questions asked was whether they believed that politicians cared about them and their communities.  5% of them answered yes.  Which is to say that 95% felt that we don’t care, that they were on their own.  That is skepticism at an astonishing level.  And it’s not their fault.     

When people say that government is bad, we need to start acknowledging that government is us.  You and me.  That our democracy, at its best, is the full exercise of our shared responsibility.  And it leads us to the full realization of our shared prosperity.  

These are simple ideas.  The challenge is in translating them into action.  The time has come for active citizens to resist fear and answer our deficit of leadership.  I want you to ask what you can do for your country.  And then I want you to do it.  Not just in the coming election cycles, but every day.  Because there are opportunities all around you.  

Even in the bleakest places, people look for a reason to hope.  What will we offer them?  Who will nurture their idealism?  Who will set discouragement and cynicism aside long enough to light a fire of purpose under someone else?  Will history say of the legacy and the challenge you pass on that yours was the generation and the time that gave up on and lost interest in trying to build a better world? 

The challenge today is not about the right versus the left.  The challenge today is not just one of race or of gender or of ethnicity or of religion.  It is not a challenge of economics or crime or education.  It's a challenge of citizenship. It is the need to reclaim American ideals and refresh our commitment to honor them. 

Mankind “holds in his mortal hands,” as President Kennedy said, “the power to abolish all forms of human poverty and all forms of human life.”  That is still the choice before us.  Choose wisely.
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