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INTRODUCTION

For many thousands of years, people have used oratory to influence others, but what exactly makes a speech great? Is it the choice of words, the feelings they express, the passion with which the speaker delivers them, the circumstances or the lasting effect that the speech has on what other people think or do, or even on the course of history? In fact, it can be all or any of these.

The earliest speeches that we know have, ironically, survived only because they were written down afterwards. Although they would have been heard by only a few people at the time, their influence has spread. For example, just a few soldiers would have heard Julius Caesar mutter ‘Alea iacta est’ (‘The die is cast’) as he defied the Roman Senate and crossed the Rubicon into Italy with an army at his back, but that step has influenced the whole of Western history for more than 2,000 years.

The advent of mass media has had a profound effect on the influence of the spoken word: politicians are no longer trying to inspire a few people in a room, they are addressing millions via radio, television or the internet, as well as posterity. The speeches in Speeches that Made History are divided into ten categories: Ancient History, Love, Religion, Science, Patriotism, Philosophy, Humanity & Liberty, Sport, Politics and War. The speeches in Ancient History, Patriotism, Politics and War inspired people to act, while those in Love, Religion, Science, Philosophy, Humanity & Liberty and Sport have primarily changed the way people think or look at the world.

As well as formal speeches, many announcements and off-the-cuff remarks have also been included, because whether poignant in today’s society like Warhol’s ‘In the future, everybody will be world famous for 15 minutes’, the announcement of Princess Diana’s death, or the proclamation of a scientific breakthrough like Newton’s equation for the Universal Law of Gravitation, they all have chronicled our history.
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ANCIENT HISTORY
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“MERNEPTAH FIRST REFERENCES ISRAEL”
Pharoah Merneptah

Merneptah, the thirteenth son of Ramesses II, succeeded to his father’s throne at the age of 60. Relatively little is known about his nine-year reign, except from inscriptions at his mortuary temple concerning his military campaigns against the Libyans and the rebellious ‘Asiatics’ of various nations. This first reference to the people of Israel makes it clear that at this stage they did not have a settled home: while Ashkelon, Gezer and Yanoam have the hieroglyphs indicating a foreign city-state and people, Israel is indicated as a foreign people only. The 125-inch black granite stele was found by the British archaeologist Flinders Petrie in 1896 and it is now in the Egyptian Museum in Cairo.

The princes are prostrate, saying ‘Shalom’!

Not one is raising his head among the Nine Bows.

Now that Libya [Tehenu] has come to ruin,

Hatti is pacified.

The Canaan has been plundered into every sort of woe;

Ashkelon has been overcome;

Gezer has been captured;

Yanoam is made nonexistent;

Israel is laid waste and his seed is not;

Hurru is become a widow because of Egypt
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“PLATO’S THRASYMACHUS IN THE REPUBLIC”
Plato

Among Plato’s most important works is The Republic, which was written in c. 380 BCE. It is one of his Socratic dialogues – fictionalized accounts of discussions between Greek philosophers – although it is probable that the ideas mentioned reflect those of the protagonists. In a discussion on the nature of justice, and on whether the just man is happier than the unjust man, he has the Chalcedonian philosopher Thrasymachus say that justice is not about right or wrong, but is in the interest of those in power. In the dialogue, Sophocles proves this definition wrong. The modern equivalent could be said to be ‘Might is right’.

I proclaim that justice is nothing else than the interest of the stronger.



“A PYRRHIC VICTORY”
King Pyrrhus of Epirus

By the early 3rd century BCE Rome had expanded her territory to a large part of the Italian peninsula but then, after a minor skirmish in 281 BCE with Tarentum – one of the Greek colonies in southern Italy – first came into conflict with the Greeks, led by Pyrrhus. The Greeks and their allies won a series of battles at Heraclea (280 BCE), Asculum (279 BCE) and then at Beneventum (275 BCE), but with such great losses that the Greeks were eventually forced to admit that they could no longer protect their overseas colonies in the region and the term Pyrrhic victory came to mean a victory not worth the cost.

If we are victorious in one more battle with the Romans, we shall be utterly ruined.



“THE CODE OF HAMMURABI”
Hammurabi (King of Babylon)

Hammurabi was the sixth king of the Amorite dynasty, who expanded a small city-state into a large empire during his long reign. Although fragments had been known about for many years, the stele containing a long prologue describing the king’s achievements and 282 provisions – The Code of Hammurabi – was discovered in 1901 in the Elamite city of Susa. The 2.2 m (7 ft 5 in) black diorite stele is now in the Louvre in Paris. The laws are chiefly about family life, property and trade but provide a great deal of detail about life in ancient Babylonia.

If a man, in a case pending judgement, has uttered threats against the witnesses, or has not justified the word that he has spoken, if that case be a capital suit, that man shall be put to death.

If he has offered corn or money to the witnesses, he shall himself bear the sentence of that case.

If a man has stolen the goods of temple or palace, that man shall be killed, and he who has received the stolen thing from his hand shall be put to death.

If a man has stolen ox or sheep or ass, or pig, or ship, whether from the temple or the palace, he shall pay thirtyfold.

If he be a poor man, he shall render tenfold.

If the thief has nought to pay, he shall be put to death.

If a man has stolen the son of a freeman, he shall be put to death. If a man has captured either a manservant or a maidservant, a fugitive, in the open country and has driven him back to his master, the owner of the slave shall pay him two shekels of silver. If either a governor or a magistrate has taken to himself the men of the levy, or has accepted and sent on the king’s errand a hired substitute, that governor or magistrate shall be put to death. A votary, merchant, or foreign sojourner may sell his field, his garden, or his house; the buyer shall carry on the business of the field, garden, or house which he has bought.

If a man has taken a field to cultivate and has not caused the corn to grow in the field, and has not done the entrusted work on the field, one shall put him to account and he shall give corn like its neighbour.

If he has not cultivated the field and has left it to itself, he shall give corn like its neighbour to the owner of the field, and the field he left he shall break up with hoes and shall harrow it and return to the owner of the field.

If a man has given his field for produce to a cultivator, and has received the produce of his field, and afterwards a thunderstorm has ravaged the field or carried away the produce, the loss is the cultivator’s.

If a man has neglected to strengthen his bank of the canal, has not strengthened his bank, a breach has opened out itself in his bank, and the waters have carried away the meadow, the man in whose bank the breach has been opened shall render back the corn which he has caused to be lost.

If a man without the consent of the owner of the orchard has cut down a tree in a man’s orchard, he shall pay half a mina of silver. If an agent has taken money from a merchant and his merchant has disputed with him, that merchant shall put the agent to account before God and witnesses concerning the money taken, and the agent shall give to the merchant the money as much as he has taken threefold.

If a wine merchant has collected a riotous assembly in her house and has not seized those rioters and driven them to the palace, that wine merchant shall be put to death.

If a votary, a lady, who is not living in the convent, has opened a wine shop or has entered a wine shop for drink, that woman one shall burn her.

If the wife of a man has been caught in lying with another male, one shall bind them and throw them into the waters.

If the owner of the wife would save his wife or the king would save his servant (he may).

If a man has forced the wife of a man who has not known the male and is dwelling in the house of her father, and has lain in her bosom and one has caught him, that man shall be killed, the woman herself shall go free.

If the wife of a man her husband has accused her, and she has not been caught in lying with another male, she shall swear by God and shall return to her house.

If a man has put away his bride who has not borne him children, he shall give her money as much as her dowry, and shall pay her the marriage portion which she brought from her father’s house, and shall put her away.

If a woman hates her husband and has said ‘Thou shalt not possess me’, one shall enquire into her past what is her lack, and if she has been economical and has no vice, and her husband has gone out and greatly belittled her, that woman has no blame, she shall take her marriage portion and go off to her father’s house.

If she has not been economical, a goer about, has wasted her house, has belittled her husband, that woman one shall throw her into the waters.

If a man’s wife on account of another male has caused her husband to be killed, that woman upon a stake one shall set her.

If a man has married a wife and she has borne him children, and that woman has gone to her fate, her father shall have no claim on her marriage portion, her marriage portion is her children’s forsooth.

If a man has married a wife, and she has not granted him children, that woman has gone to her fate, if his father-in-law has returned him the dowry that that man brought to the house of his father-in-law, her husband shall have no claim on the marriage portion of that woman, her marriage portion belongs to the house of her father forsooth.

If a man has set his face to cut off his son, has said to the judge ‘I will cut off my son,’ the judge shall enquire into his reasons, and if the son has not committed a heavy crime which cuts off from sonship, the father shall not cut off his son from sonship.

If he has committed against his father a heavy crime which cuts off from sonship, for the first time the judge shall bring back his face; if he has committed a heavy crime for the second time, the father shall cut off his son from sonship.

If a son of a palace warder, or of a vowed woman, has known his father’s house, and has hated the father that brought him up or the mother that brought him up, and has gone off to the house of his father, one shall tear out his eye.

If a man has caused the loss of a gentleman’s eye, his eye one shall cause to be lost.

If he has shattered a gentleman’s limb, one shall shatter his limb.

If a man has made the tooth of a man that is his equal to fall out, one shall make his tooth fall out.

If a man has struck a gentleman’s daughter and caused her to drop what is in her womb, he shall pay ten shekels of silver for what was in her womb.

If that woman has died, one shall put to death his daughter.

If the daughter of a poor man through his blows he has caused to drop that which is in her womb, he shall pay five shekels of silver.

If that woman has died, he shall pay half a mina of silver.

If he has struck a gentleman’s maidservant and caused her to drop that which is in her womb, he shall pay two shekels of silver.

If that maidservant has died, he shall pay one-third of a mina of silver.

If a man has hired an ox and through neglect or by blows has caused it to die, ox for ox to the owner of the ox he shall render.

If a man has hired an ox, and God has struck it and it has died, the man who has hired the ox shall swear before God and shall go free. If a shepherd to whom cows and sheep have been given him to breed, has falsified and changed their price, or has sold them, one shall put him to account, and he shall render cows and sheep to their owner tenfold what he has stolen.

If in a sheepfold a stroke of God has taken place or a lion has killed, the shepherd shall purge himself before God, and the accident to the fold the owner of the fold shall face it.

If a shepherd has been careless and in a sheepfold caused a loss to take place, the shepherd shall make good the fault of the loss which he has caused to be in the fold and shall pay cows or sheep and shall give to their owner.

If a man has bought a manservant or a maidservant and has a complaint, his seller shall answer the complaint.

If they are natives of another land the buyer shall tell out before God the money he paid, and the owner of the manservant or the maidservant shall give to the merchant the money he paid, and shall recover his manservant or his maidservant.



“ADVICE TO CROESUS OF LYDIA”
The Delphic Oracle

In ancient Greece, people consulted oracles to help them make important decisions. At Delphi, where an oracle was in operation for hundreds of years, the oracles were delivered by a priestess known as the Pythia, from a cave above a deep fissure that may have been filled with trance-inducing gases expelled from the geological fault below. Answers from the Pythia were notoriously ambiguous, none more so than that given to Croesus of Lydia (born 595 BCE, reigned c. 560–547 BCE), who consulted various oracles as to whether he should pursue his military campaign against the Persians. He took her answer to mean that the Persian empire would fall, but instead lost his own.

If Croesus attacks the Persians, he will destroy a great empire.
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