A More
Perfect
Union

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, March 18, 2008

1" We the people, in order to form a more perfect union.”

Two hundred and twenty one years ago, in a hall that still
stands across the street, a group of men gathered and, with
these simple words, launched America’s improbable experi-
ment in democracy. Farmers and scholars, statesmen and
patriots who had traveled across an ocean to escape tyranny
and persecution finally made real their declaration of inde-
pendence at a Philadelphia convention that lasted through
the spring of 1787.

The document they produced was eventually signed but ulti-
mately unfinished. It was stained by this nation’s original sin of
slavery, a question that divided the colonies and brought the
convention to a stalemate until the founders chose to allow
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the slave trade to continue for at least twenty more years, and
to leave any final resolution to future generations.

Of course, the answer to the slavery question was already
embedded within our Constitution — a Constitution that had
at is very core the ideal of equal citizenship under the law; a
Constitution that promised its people liberty, and justice, and
a union that could be and should be perfected over time.

And yet words on a parchment would not be enough to
deliver slaves from bondage, or provide men and women

of every color and creed their full rights and obligations as
citizens of the United States. What would be needed were
Americans in successive generations who were willing to do
their part—through protests and struggle, on the streets and
in the courts, through a civil war and civil disobedience and
always at great risk - to narrow that gap between the promise
of our ideals and the reality of their time.

This was one of the tasks we set forth at the beginning of this
campaign - to continue the long march of those who came
before us, a march for a more just, more equal, more free,
more caring and more prosperous America.

This belief comes from my unyielding faith in the decency and
generosity of the American people. But it also comes from my
own American story.
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I am the son of a black man from Kenya and a white woman
from Kansas. | was raised with the help of a white grandfa-
ther who survived a Depression to serve in Patton’s Army
during World War Il and a white grandmother who worked
on a bomber assembly line at Fort Leavenworth while

he was overseas. I've gone to some of the best schools in
America and lived in one of the world’s poorest nations. |
am married to a black American who carries within her the
blood of slaves and slaveowners - an inheritance we pass
on to our two precious daughters. | have brothers, sisters,
nieces, nephews, uncles and cousins, of every race and every
hue, scattered across three continents, and for as long as |
live, | will never forget that in no other country on Earth is
my story even possible.

It's a story that hasn’t made me the most conventional
candidate. But it is a story that has seared into my genetic
makeup the idea that this nation is more than the sum of its
parts - that out of many, we are truly one.

Throughout the first year of this campaign, against all pre-
dictions to the contrary, we saw how hungry the American
people were for this message of unity. Despite the tempta-
tion to view my candidacy through a purely racial lens we
built a powerful coalition of African Americans and white
Americans.
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Race is an issue that | believe this nation cannot afford to ig-
nore right now. ... The issues that have surfaced over the last
few weeks reflect the complexities of race in this country that
we've never really worked through—a part of our union that
we have yet to perfect. And if we walk away now, if we simply
retreat into our respective corners, we will never be able to
come together and solve challenges like health care, or edu-
cation, or the need to find good jobs for every American.

Understanding this reality requires a reminder of how we ar-
rived at this point. As William Faulkner once wrote, “The past
isn't dead and buried. In fact, it isn't even past” We do need to
remind ourselves that so many of the disparities that exist in
the African-American community today can be directly traced
to inequalities passed on from an earlier generation that suf-
fered under the brutal legacy of slavery and [segregation laws
known as] Jim Crow.

Segregated schools were, and are, inferior schools; we still
haven't fixed them, fifty years after Brown v. Board of Educa-
tion, and the inferior education they provided, then and now,
helps explain the pervasive achievement gap between today’s
black and white students.

Legalized discrimination—where blacks were prevented,
often through violence, from owning property, or loans were
not granted to African-American business owners, or black
12
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homeowners could not access FHA mortgages, or blacks were
excluded from unions, or the police force, or fire departments
—meant that black families could not amass any meaningful
wealth to bequeath to future generations. That history helps
explain the wealth and income gap between black and white,
and the concentrated pockets of poverty that persists in so
many of today’s urban and rural communities.

A lack of economic opportunity among black men, and the
shame and frustration that came from not being able to
provide for one’s family, contributed to the erosion of black
families — a problem that welfare policies for many years
may have worsened. And the lack of basic services in so many
urban black neighborhoods — parks for kids to play in, police
walking the beat, regular garbage pick-up and building code
enforcement - all helped create a cycle of violence, blight and
neglect that continue to haunt us.

In fact, a similar anger exists within segments of the white
community. Most working- and middle-class white Americans
don't feel that they have been particularly privileged by their
race. Their experience is the immigrant experience - as far as
they're concerned, no one’s handed them anything, they've
built it from scratch. They’ve worked hard all their lives, many
times only to see their jobs shipped overseas or their pen-
sion dumped after a lifetime of labor. They are anxious about
their futures, and feel their dreams slipping away; in an era of
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stagnant wages and global competition, opportunity comes
to be seen as a zero sum game, in which your dreams come at
my expense. So when they are told to bus their children to a
school across town; when they hear that an African American
is getting an advantage in landing a good job or a spotin a
good college because of an injustice that they themselves
never committed; when they're told that their fears about
crime in urban neighborhoods are somehow prejudiced,
resentment builds over time.

Just as black anger often proved counterproductive, so have
these white resentments distracted attention from the real
culprits of the middle class squeeze — a corporate culture
rife with inside dealing, questionable accounting practices,
and short-term greed; a Washington dominated by lobby-
ists and special interests; economic policies that favor the
few over the many. And yet, to wish away the resentments
of white Americans, to label them as misguided or even
racist, without recognizing they are grounded in legitimate
concerns — this too widens the racial divide, and blocks the
path to understanding.

This is where we are right now. It’s a racial stalemate we've
been stuck in for years. Contrary to the claims of some of

my critics, black and white, | have never been so naive as to
believe that we can get beyond our racial divisions in a single
election cycle, or with a single candidacy — particularly a
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candidacy as imperfect as my own.

But | have asserted a firm conviction — a conviction rooted
in my faith in God and my faith in the American people—
that working together we can move beyond some of our old
racial wounds, and that in fact we have no choice if we are to
continue on the path of a more perfect union.

For the African-American community, that path means em-
bracing the burdens of our past without becoming victims of
our past. It means continuing to insist on a full measure of jus-
tice in every aspect of American life. But it also means binding
our particular grievances — for better health care, and better
schools, and better jobs — to the larger aspirations of all
Americans — the white woman struggling to break the glass
ceiling, the white man whose been laid off, the immigrant try-
ing to feed his family. And it means taking full responsibility
for our own lives — by demanding more from our fathers, and
spending more time with our children, and reading to them,
and teaching them that while they may face challenges and
discrimination in their own lives, they must never succumb to
despair or cynicism; they must always believe that they can
write their own destiny.

In the white community, the path to a more perfect union means
acknowledging that what ails the African-American community
does not just exist in the minds of black people; that the legacy of
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discrimination — and current incidents of discrimination, while
less overt than in the past — are real and must be addressed. Not
just with words, but with deeds — by investing in our schools
and our communities; by enforcing our civil rights laws and
ensuring fairness in our criminal justice system; by providing this
generation with ladders of opportunity that were unavailable for
previous generations. It requires all Americans to realize that your
dreams do not have to come at the expense of my dreams; that
investing in the health, welfare, and education of black and brown
and white children will ultimately help all of America prosper.

We have a choice in this country. We can accept a politics that
breeds division, and conflict, and cynicism. ... But if we do, |
can tell you that in the next election, we'll be talking about
some other distraction. And then another one. And then
another one. And nothing will change.

That is one option. Or, at this moment, in this election, we can
come together and say, “Not this time.” This time we want to
talk about the crumbling schools that are stealing the future
of black children and white children and Asian children and
Hispanic children and Native American children. This time we
want to reject the cynicism that tells us that these kids can’t
learn; that those kids who don't look like us are somebody
else’s problem. The children of America are not those kids,
they are our kids, and we will not let them fall behind in a 21st
century economy. Not this time.
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This time we want to talk about how the lines in the Emer-
gency Room are filled with whites and blacks and Hispanics
who do not have health care; who don’t have the power on
their own to overcome the special interests in Washington,
but who can take them on if we do it together.

This time we want to talk about the shuttered mills that once
provided a decent life for men and women of every race, and
the homes for sale that once belonged to Americans from
every religion, every region, every walk of life.

This time we want to talk about the fact that the real prob-
lem is not that someone who doesn’t look like you might
take your job; it's that the corporation you work for will ship
it overseas for nothing more than a profit.

This time we want to talk about the men and women of
every color and creed who serve together, and fight to-
gether, and bleed together under the same proud flag. We
want to talk about how to bring them home from a war
that never should’ve been authorized and never should've
been waged, and we want to talk about how we’'ll show our
patriotism by caring for them, and their families, and giving
them the benefits they have earned.

122



BA AN 7 ROFEL LB THENTVLHEIIOWTEE
LA ERYEATHET, HHIZIE. 7Y ¥ b OFEIFRERIA
WHHLT 2 1EH ) TRAD, R bAMETIUL, Zhifgs
B FET,

GEZZE, 2B Ao THow s AR LEIZH A
WADENE D725 LTO {0 TS SN Tw A HE, F
7on POTHOHWDEH, M, BiEOKREROEA T RN
WTHRI)ICHENTOVLIHEIOVWTHELE) ZE2HEATHE
Fo

ST E, Az bid, AYolEIL. B LESNROANLBIC
WAEEONLWHEETIEIR L, A0S 503D, FR2T %20
RKIT D7D HNNHIN ST L THDH, L) FHHECD
WCHEHILE) 2 REATHET,

GRECE, Bz bid, WL Lot E5%2Mb 3. U R
#HO. ZoOEBEOT T, MCREITRE, kv, M Eis
ANBIZODWTHEI LAY ZERZATHE T, FAbid, Pl TK
RENDERETER LD o WS, BT TRETE Lo 2SS,
ZH LA BEZORIRESELNEVW) 2L, ZFLTHESEZ
OREOH B % RD L & BT, WHAZTHIlT s EMEL 2 %
CZLIEoT, WA BLOEELEENT A2, L)Ll
DVWTHILAI ZE2EATHI T,

i, s, ERNZEORERIKEO/ZDIZRATYS
ETHB, LLOEPLBELTET, 29 ThriFE, RITAH

123



| would not be running for President if | didn't believe
with all my heart that this is what the vast majority of
Americans want for this country. This union may never
be perfect, but generation after generation has shown
that it can always be perfected. And today, whenever |
find myself feeling doubtful or cynical about this pos-
sibility, what gives me the most hope is the next genera-
tion — the young people whose attitudes and beliefs
and openness to change have already made history in
this election.
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