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Introduction

The oratory contained and discussed in this book reflects the currents of thought and alignments of power which created our contemporary world. Most of these speeches were delivered by politicians, national leaders who were intent on communicating the urgency of their message and the accuracy of their truth. Very many of them gained authority by democratic means and their words, spoken by and large at the very apex of their influence, reflect a career-long training in the art of eloquent persuasion. The speeches of Fidel Castro, Nikita Khrushchev and Chairman Mao reveal that dictatorial power may also seek to impress by demonstrating verbal skill – a technique which supplements the despot’s habitual reliance on force. Generals MacArthur and Marshall show the military mind’s analysis of geopolitics, while Eleanor Roosevelt and Martin Luther King, Jr display the commitment of the activist who gains moral authority and practical influence through dedication to a cause. The tide of events in war and peace, within nations and across frontiers, shapes the individual mind as well as the collective consciousness. Seamus Heaney shows how literary art can reflect and also affect the conflicts within an individual artist’s homeland, and his words track the impulsion of a writer’s conscience towards the public domain.

This is therefore a book of many voices, one whose themes extend from the postwar era of reconstruction to the resurgence of a politicized Islam in the early 21st century. Many of these orators have been drawn to the question of national identity. Ben-Gurion in Israel, Nehru in India, Nyerere in Tanzania, and de Valera in Ireland: all were state-builders working in a culture whose origins were ancient. Thatcher’s Britain and de Gaulle’s France, by contrast, exemplify countries whose strong sense of a national culture was closely related to a long history of organized government. American political oratory, however, owes much of its zest to the feeling that the US is a civilization in the making rather than one whose history is behind it. Pierre Trudeau sought to ground Canadian national sentiment in a new constitution which respected diversity while also aspiring towards unity. Kevin Rudd’s apology to Australia’s indigenous peoples goes beyond introspection and invites a country to embark on a new phase of self-discovery. In all these instances, whether the nation-state was old or newer, oratory could pluck at the heart strings as well as appeal to the intellect when speaking of the roots of identity.

Nonetheless, the period which started in 1945, as Richard von Weizsäcker points out, records both victory and defeat for the notion of national self-determination. Western European nations were liberated from occupation, just as central and eastern European countries were to regain their freedom after 1989. But the past two generations have also recorded a rapid growth in the number of international organizations, such as the European Union, the United Nations, the Organization of African Unity, and the World Trade Organization. Their competence has often been tested and their authority criticized, but their existence is testimony to an ever-widening dimension in ethics, politics and economics. International issues involving human rights, disarmament, globalized capitalism and terrorism have given a new range to the oratory of those who seek to change the world by influencing our opinions. Anita Roddick’s anger at multi-national companies, Tony Blair’s aspiration to a renewed world order, and Nelson Mandela’s message of multi-racial tolerance all touch on these wider themes which transcend the narrower lives of nations.

By the end of our period few public figures buttressed their speeches with quotations from the ancients, as Harold Macmillan liked to do. Attention was now gained by pithier means. But the elements that go to make a great speech hardly change at all, as the history of rhetoric shows. It was first formalized as a subject in classical Rome during the first centuries BC and AD, and from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance a study of rhetoric was basic to the educational curriculum. Rote-learning led to an emphasis on mere technique, and ‘rhetorical’ acquired its pejorative modern meaning. Nowadays, we like our speakers to show authenticity rather than just follow the rules about how to vary pitch and tone. But without such skills a speaker can lose an audience and, thereby, the argument. The appeal to mind and heart through the order of thought and the clarification of feeling is the basis of great oratory. One person stands alone before the many, experiences the anticipation, and starts to speak. This is the grand continuity, and these are the voices that mattered in our time.

Hywel Williams, 2008


Éamon de Valera

(1882–1975)

‘It is, indeed, hard for the strong to be just to the weak’

IRELAND’S PRIME MINISTER EXPLAINS HIS GOVERNMENT’S POLICY OF NEUTRALITY; ADDRESS ON RADIO ÉIREANN, 16 MAY 1945



Winston Churchill’s attack on the Irish government’s neutrality during the Second World War formed part of a speech marking ‘Victory in Europe’ and had been broadcast across the world. In it he contrasted ‘the action of Mr de Valera’ with the ‘instinct of thousands of Southern Irishmen who hastened to the battle-front to prove their ancient valour’. Irish neutrality, he maintained, had exposed Britain to additional danger during the Battle of the Atlantic, when German U-boats attacked the convoys travelling from North America to the UK. The inability to use Irish ports or to benefit from their refuelling facilities had reduced the range and effectiveness of British ships escorting the transatlantic convoys: ‘if it had not been for the loyalty and friendship of Northern Ireland, we would have been forced to come to close quarters with Mr de Valera or perish forever from the earth.’

The ports in question were the deep-water bases at Cobh (Queenstown) and Berehaven on Ireland’s southern coast, and Lough Swilly in the north-west. Known previously as the ‘Treaty Ports’, they had been retained as sovereign bases by the UK government following Ireland’s 1922 partition and the creation of the Irish Free State. Neville Chamberlain returned the bases to Ireland in 1938, a move Churchill regarded as characteristically short-sighted, but which the Irish government regarded as vital to protect its neutrality in the event of war. Britain’s exclusion from the two southern port facilities was especially significant since they were some 200 miles (320 km) further out into the Atlantic than any other naval bases available to its forces. Losses in this theatre of war were especially heavy for the British, with 245 vessels sunk by German U-boats between July and October 1940. Britain’s occupation of Iceland in the same year, however, provided the Allies with additional bases for their Atlantic operations.

De Valera’s dignified response is no less powerful for being so subtle. He hints that Britain’s espousal of the rights of smaller nations is hypocritical, and Churchill is treated with a delicate irony. The imaginative shift portraying a German-occupied England, and the anticipated English reaction to being partitioned, is exquisitely done. As de Valera concedes, his reaction would have been less poised in earlier years, and the speech expresses a veiled regret at his own role in shedding blood. He had dissociated himself from the Anglo-Irish Treaty agreed in 1921 largely because it granted Ireland dominion status within the British Commonwealth, rather than full independence as a republic. The arrangements concerning the Treaty Ports formed part of a constitutional settlement which, for de Valera, limited Ireland’s ability to pursue an independent foreign policy. As Colonial Secretary in 1921–2, Churchill had been one of the treaty’s chief negotiators, so the issue he had now chosen to disinter was one with which he was very familiar.



Certain newspapers have been very persistent in looking for my answer to Mr Churchill’s recent broadcast. I know the kind of answer I am expected to make …

I know the reply I would have given a quarter of a century ago. But I have deliberately decided that that is not the reply I shall make tonight. I shall strive not to be guilty of adding any fuel to the flames of hatred or passion which, if continued to be fed, promise to burn up whatever is left by the war of decent human feeling in Europe.

Allowances can be made for Mr Churchill’s statement, however unworthy, in the first flush of his victory. No such excuse could be found for me in this quieter atmosphere. There are, however, some things which it is my duty to say …

Mr Churchill makes it clear that, in certain circumstances, he would have violated our neutrality and that he would justify his actions by Britain’s necessity. It seems strange to me that Mr Churchill does not see that this, if accepted, would mean that Britain’s necessity would become a moral code and that when this necessity became sufficiently great, other people’s rights were not to count.

It is quite true that other great powers believe in this same code – in their own regard – and have behaved in accordance with it. That is precisely why we have the disastrous succession of wars – World War no. 1 and World War no. 2 – and shall it be World War no. 3?

Surely Mr Churchill must see that, if his contention be admitted in our regard, a like justification can be framed for similar acts of aggression elsewhere and no small nation adjoining a great power could ever hope to be permitted to go its own way in peace.

It is, indeed, fortunate that Britain’s necessity did not reach the point when Mr Churchill would have acted. All credit to him that he successfully resisted the temptation … It is, indeed, hard for the strong to be just to the weak, but acting justly always has its rewards.

By resisting his temptation in this instance, Mr Churchill, instead of adding another horrid chapter to the already bloodstained record of the relations between England and this country, has advanced the cause of international morality …

That Mr Churchill should be irritated when our neutrality stood in the way of what he thought he vitally needed, I understand, but that he or any thinking person in Britain or elsewhere should fail to see the reason for our neutrality, I find it hard to conceive.

I would like to put a hypothetical question … Suppose Germany had won the war, had invaded and occupied England, and that after a long lapse of time and many bitter struggles she was finally brought to acquiesce in admitting England’s right to freedom, and let England go, but not the whole of England, all but, let us say, the six southern counties.

These six southern counties, those, let us suppose, commanding the entrance to the narrow seas, Germany had singled out and insisted on holding herself with a view to weakening England as a whole and maintaining the security of her own communications through the Straits of Dover.

Let us suppose, further, that after all this had happened Germany was engaged in a great war in which she could show that she was on the side of the freedom of a number of small nations. Would Mr Churchill as an Englishman who believed that his own nation had as good a right to freedom as any other – not freedom for a part merely, but freedom for the whole – would he, whilst Germany still maintained the partition of his country and occupied six counties of it, would he lead this partitioned England to join with Germany in a crusade? I do not think Mr Churchill would.

Would he think the people of partitioned England an object of shame if they stood neutral in such circumstances? I do not think Mr Churchill would.

Mr Churchill is proud of Britain’s stand alone, after France had fallen and before America entered the war. Could he not find in his heart the generosity to acknowledge that there is a small nation that stood alone, not for one year or two, but for several hundred years against aggression; that endured spoliations, famines, massacres in endless succession; that was clubbed many times into insensibility, but that each time on returning to consciousness, took up the fight anew; a small nation that could never be got to accept defeat and has never surrendered her soul?

Mr Churchill is justly proud of his nation’s perseverance against heavy odds. But we in this island are still prouder of our people’s perseverance for freedom through all the centuries. We of our time have played our part in that perseverance, and we have pledged ourselves to the dead generations who have preserved intact for us this glorious heritage, that we too will strive to be faithful to the end, and pass on this tradition unblemished.

Many a time in the past there appeared little hope except that hope to which Mr Churchill referred, that by standing fast a time would come when, to quote his own words, ‘the tyrant would make some ghastly mistake which would alter the whole balance of the struggle.’

I sincerely trust, however, that it is not thus our ultimate unity and freedom will be achieved, though as a younger man I confess I prayed even for that …

In latter years I have had a vision of a nobler and better ending, better for both our peoples and for the future of mankind. For that I have now been long working. I regret that it is not to this nobler purpose that Mr Churchill is lending his hand rather than by the abuse of a people who have done him no wrong, trying to find in a crisis like the present excuse for continuing the injustice of the mutilation of our country …


ops/styles/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
       
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
            
            
            
            
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




ops/images/9781782068587.jpg
HYWEL
!{,{II.LIAMS






ops/images/pub.jpg
Quercus





