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Presidents’ Day

The Presidency in Contemporary America
The role of the presidency and the federal government have been both preserved and redefined with the election 
of each new president. Although the presidency is steeped in the rich American traditions of freedom, justice, 
and equality, each president adopts a different interpretation of those traditions. The goals and philosophy that 
each president brings to the highest office in the federal government are shaped by his or her personal values, the 
ideology of his or her party, the problems facing the nation, and the needs and desires of the American people.

Below are excerpts from important speeches made by Presidents Richard Nixon, Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan,  
George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama. As you read, think about how each of these  
presidents views the roles of his office and the federal government. Consider how the presidency has changed  
over time and how it has remained the same.

Excerpts from Richard Nixon’s Address Accepting the Presidential Nomination at 
the Republican National Convention in Miami Beach, Florida (August 8, 1968)

It is the voice of the great majority of Americans, the forgotten 
Americans—the non-shouters; the non-demonstrators . . .

They are good people, they are decent people; they work, and 
they save, and they pay their taxes, and they care…

This I say to you tonight is the real voice of America. In this year 1968, this 
is the message it will broadcast to America and to the world. . . .

And I pledge to you tonight that the first priority foreign policy objective of our 
next Administration will be to bring an honorable end to the war in Vietnam. 
We shall not stop there—we need a policy to prevent more Vietnams. . . .

The American Revolution was a shining example of freedom in 
action which caught the imagination of the world.

Today, too often, America is an example to be avoided and not followed.

A nation that can’t keep the peace at home won’t be trusted to keep the peace abroad.

A President who isn’t treated with respect at home will not be treated with respect abroad.

A nation which can’t manage its own economy can’t tell others how to manage theirs.

If we are to restore prestige and respect for America abroad, the place 
to begin is at home in the United States of America. . . .

The American Revolution was and is dedicated to progress, but our 
founders recognized that the first requisite of progress is order. . . .
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The wave of crime is not going to be the wave of the future in the United States of America.

We shall re-establish freedom from fear in America so that America can 
take the lead in re-establishing freedom from fear in the world.

Excerpts from Jimmy Carter’s Address Accepting the Presidential Nomination at 
the Democratic National Convention in New York, New York (July 15, 1976)

There is a new mood in America. We have been shaken by a tragic war 
abroad and by scandals and broken promises at home. Our people are 
searching for new voices and new ideas and new leaders. . . .

Our country has lived through a time of torment. It is now a time for healing. We want 
to have faith again. We want to be proud again. We just want the truth again.

It is time for the people to run the government, and not the other way around. . . .

All of us must be careful not to cheat each other. Too often unholy, self-
perpetuating alliances have been formed between money and politics, 
and the average citizen has been held at arm’s length.

Each time our nation has made a serious mistake the American people have 
been excluded from the process. The tragedy of Vietnam and Cambodia, the 
disgrace of Watergate, and the embarrassment of the CIA revelations could have 
been avoided if our government had simply reflected the sound judgement and 
good common sense and the high moral character of the American people.

It is time for us to take a new look at our own government, to strip away 
the secrecy, to expose the unwarranted pressure of lobbyists, to eliminate 
waste, to release our civil servants from bureaucratic chaos, to provide tough 
management, and always to remember that in any town or city the mayor, the 
governor, and the President represent exactly the same constituents. . . .

We must strengthen the government closest to the people. Business, labor, agriculture, 
education, science, and government should not struggle in isolation from one another 
but should be able to strive toward mutual goals and shared opportunities. We should 
make major investments in people and not in buildings and weapons. The poor, the aged, 
the weak, the afflicted must be treated with respect and compassion and with love. . . .

The test of any government is not how popular it is with the powerful but 
how honestly and fairly it deals with those who must depend on it. . . .

We can have an America that has reconciled its economic needs with its desire 
for an environment that we can pass on with pride to the next generation.
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We can have an America that provides excellence in education 
to my child and your child and every child.

We can have an America that encourages and takes pride in our ethnic 
diversity, our religious diversity, our cultural diversity—knowing that 
out of this pluralistic heritage has come the strength and the vitality and 
the creativity that has made us great and will keep us great.

We can have an American government that does not oppress or spy on its own 
people but respects our dignity and our privacy and our right to be let alone.

We can have an America where freedom, on the one hand, and equality, on the 
other hand, are mutually supportive and not in conflict, and where the dreams 
of our nation’s first leaders are fully realized in our own day and age.

And we can have an America which harnesses the idealism of the student, the compassion 
of a nurse or the social worker, the determination of a farmer, the wisdom of a teacher, the 
practicality of the business leader, the experience of the senior citizen, and the hope of a 
laborer to build a better life for us all. And we can have it, and we’re going to have it! . . .

As I’ve said many times before, we can have an American President who does not 
govern with negativism and fear of the future, but with vigor and vision and aggressive 
leadership—a President who’s not isolated from the people, but who feels your pain and 
shares your dreams and takes his strength and his wisdom and his courage from you.

I see an America on the move again, united, a diverse and vital and tolerant 
nation, entering our third century with pride and confidence, an America that lives 
up to the majesty of our Constitution and the simple decency of our people.

Excerpts from Ronald Reagan’s First Inaugural Address (January 20, 1980)

The business of our nation goes forward. These United States are confronted with 
an economic affliction of great proportions. We suffer from the longest and one 
of the worst sustained inflations in our national history. It distorts our economic 
decisions, penalizes thrift, and crushes the struggling young and the fixed-income 
elderly alike. It threatens to shatter the lives of millions of our people . . .

The economic ills we suffer have come upon us over several decades. They will not go 
away in days, weeks, or months, but they will go away. They will go away because 
we as Americans have the capacity now, as we’ve had in the past, to do whatever 
needs to be done to preserve this last and greatest bastion of freedom. . . .

In this present crisis, government is not the solution to our 
problem; government is the problem. . . .



T C I  F R E E  L E S S O N  -  P R I M A R Y  S O U R C E

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute 4

Well, this administration’s objective will be a healthy, vigorous, growing economy 
that provides equal opportunities for all Americans, with no barriers born of 
bigotry or discrimination. Putting America back to work means putting all 
Americans back to work. Ending inflation means freeing all Americans from 
the terror of runaway living costs. All must share in the productive work of this 
“new beginning,” and all must share in the bounty of a revived economy. With the 
idealism and fair play which are the core of our system and our strength, we can 
have a strong and prosperous America, at peace with itself and the world. . . .

So, as we begin, let us take inventory. We are a nation that has a government—not the other 
way around. And this makes us special among the nations of the Earth. Our government 
has no power except that granted it by the people. It is time to check and reverse the growth 
of government, which shows signs of having grown beyond the consent of the governed. . . .

If we look to the answer as to why for so many years we achieved so much, prospered 
as no other people on Earth, it was because here in this land we unleashed the 
energy and individual genius of man to a greater extent than has ever been done 
before. Freedom and the dignity of the individual have been more available and 
assured here than in any other place on Earth. The price for this freedom at times 
has been high, but we have never been unwilling to pay that price. . . .

In the days ahead I will propose removing the roadblocks that have slowed our economy 
and reduced productivity. Steps will be taken aimed at restoring the balance between 
the various levels of government. Progress may be slow, measured in inches and feet, 
not miles, but we will progress. It is time to reawaken this industrial giant, to get 
government back within its means, and to lighten our punitive tax burden. And these 
will be our first priorities, and on these principles there will be no compromise. . . .

Above all, we must realize that no arsenal or no weapon in the arsenals of the world is 
so formidable as the will and moral courage of free men and women. It is a weapon our 
adversaries in today’s world do not have. It is a weapon that we as Americans do have. Let 
that be understood by those who practice terrorism and prey upon their neighbors. . . .

Excerpts from George H. W. Bush’s Address Accepting the Presidential Nomination at 
the Republican National Convention in New Orleans, Louisiana (August 18, 1988)

I seek the presidency for a single purpose, a purpose that has motivated 
millions of Americans across the years and the ocean voyages. I seek the 
presidency to build a better America. It’s that simple and that big. . . .

My friends, eight years ago this economy was flat on its back—intensive care. 
And we came in and gave it emergency treatment, got the temperature down by 
lowering regulation and got the blood pressure down when we lowered taxes. 
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And pretty soon, the patient was up, back on his feet and stronger than ever.

And now, who do we hear knocking on the door but the same doctors who 
made him sick, and they’re telling us to put them in charge of the case again. 
My friends, they’re lucky we don’t hit ‘em with a malpractice suit. . . .

But let’s be frank. Things aren’t perfect in this country. There are people who haven’t 
tasted the fruits of the expansion. I’ve talked to farmers about the bills they can’t 
pay, and I’ve been to the factories that feel the strain of change. And I’ve seen the 
urban children who play amidst the shattered glass and shattered lives. And there 
are the homeless. And you know, it doesn’t do any good to debate endlessly which 
policy mistake of the ‘70s is responsive. They’re there, and we have to help them.

But what we must remember, if we’re to be responsible and compassionate, 
is that economic growth is the key to our endeavors. . . .

I am guided by certain traditions. One is that there’s a God, and He is good and 
His love, while free, has a self-imposed cost: We must be good to one another.

I believe in another tradition that is, by now, imbedded in the 
national soul. It’s that learning is good in and of itself . . .

‘We’re a Nation of Community’ And there is another tradition. And that’s the idea 
of community—a beautiful word with a big meaning, though liberal Democrats 
have an odd view of it. They see community as a limited cluster of interest groups, 
locked in odd conformity. And, in this view, the country waits passive while 
Washington sets the rules. But that’s not what community means, not to me. . . .

Does government have a place? Yes. Government is part of the 
nation of communities, not the whole, just a part.

And I don’t hate government. A government that remembers that 
the people are its master is a good and needed thing. . . .

And I wonder sometimes if we’ve forgotten who we are . . .

The fact is: Prosperity has a purpose. It’s to allow us to pursue “the better angels,” 
to give us time to think and grow. Prosperity with a purpose means taking 
your idealism and making it concrete by certain acts of goodness . . .

And I am a quiet man, but I hear the quiet people others don’t. The 
ones who raise the family, pay the taxes, meet the mortgage. And I 
hear them, and I am moved and their concerns are mine. . . .
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A president must be many things. He must be a shrewd protector of America’s interests, and 
he must be an idealist who leads those who move for a freer and more democratic planet.

And he must see to it that government intrudes as little as possible in 
the lives of the people and yet remember that it is right and proper that 
a nation’s leader take an interest in the nation’s character.

Excerpts from Bill Clinton’s First Inaugural Address (January 20, 1993)

Today, a generation raised in the shadows of the cold war assumes new responsibilities 
in a world warmed by the sunshine of freedom but threatened still by ancient 
hatreds and new plagues. Raised in unrivaled prosperity, we inherit an economy 
that is still the world’s strongest but is weakened by business failures, stagnant 
wages, increasing inequality, and deep divisions among our own people. . . .

Our democracy must be not only the envy of the world but the engine of our 
own renewal. There is nothing wrong with America that cannot be cured 
by what is right with America. And so today we pledge an end to the era of 
deadlock and drift, and a new season of American renewal has begun. . . .

To renew America, we must revitalize our democracy . . . Let us resolve to reform our 
politics so that power and privilege no longer shout down the voice of the people. Let 
us put aside personal advantage so that we can feel the pain and see the promise of 
America. Let us resolve to make our Government a place for what Franklin Roosevelt 
called bold, persistent experimentation, a Government for our tomorrows, not our 
yesterdays. Let us give this Capital back to the people to whom it belongs.

To renew America, we must meet challenges abroad as well as at home. There is 
no longer a clear division between what is foreign and what is domestic. The world 
economy, the world environment, the world AIDS crisis, the world arms race: they 
affect us all. Today, as an older order passes, the new world is more free but less 
stable. Communism’s collapse has called forth old animosities and new dangers. 
Clearly, America must continue to lead the world we did so much to make. . . .

The American people have summoned the change we celebrate today. You have raised your 
voices in an unmistakable chorus. You have cast your votes in historic numbers. And you 
have changed the face of Congress, the Presidency, and the political process itself. Yes, you, 
my fellow Americans, have forced the spring. Now we must do the work the season demands. 
To that work I now turn with all the authority of my office. I ask the Congress to join with 
me. But no President, no Congress, no Government can undertake this mission alone. . . .
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Today we do more than celebrate America. We rededicate ourselves to the very idea of 
America, an idea born in revolution and renewed through two centuries of challenge; 
an idea tempered by the knowledge that, but for fate, we, the fortunate, and the 
unfortunate might have been each other; an idea ennobled by the faith that our Nation 
can summon from its myriad diversity the deepest measure of unity; an idea infused 
with the conviction that America’s long, heroic journey must go forever upward.

And so, my fellow Americans, as we stand at the edge of the 21st century, let us begin 
anew with energy and hope, with faith and discipline. And let us work until our work 
is done. The Scripture says, “And let us not be weary in well doing: for in due season 
we shall reap, if we faint not.” From this joyful mountaintop of celebration we hear a 
call to service in the valley. We have heard the trumpets. We have changed the guard. 
And now, each in our own way and with God’s help, we must answer the call.

Excerpts from George W. Bush’s Address Accepting the Presidential Nomination at the 
Republican National Convention in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (August 3, 2000)

This is a remarkable moment in the life of our nation. Never has the promise of prosperity 
been so vivid. But times of plenty, like times of crisis, are tests of American character.

Prosperity can be a tool in our hands used to build and better our country, or 
it can be a drug in our system dulling our sense of urgency, of empathy, of duty. 
Our opportunities are too great, our lives too short, to waste this moment.

So tonight, we vow to our nation we will seize this moment of American 
promise. We will use these good times for great goals. . . .

We will confront the hard issues, threats to our national security, threats to our health 
and retirement security, before the challenges of our time become crises for our children.

And we will extend the promise of prosperity to every forgotten corner of this 
country: to every man and woman, a chance to succeed; to every child, a chance 
to learn; and to every family, a chance to live with dignity and hope. . . .

The last time taxes were this high as a percentage of our economy, there was a good 
reason; we were fighting World War II. Today our high taxes fund a surplus.

Some say that growing federal surplus means Washington has more 
money to spend. But they’ve got it backwards. The surplus is not the 
government’s money; the surplus is the people’s money.

We will give our military the means to keep the peace, and we will give it 
one thing more: a commander-in-chief who respects our men and women 
in uniform and a commander-in-chief who earns their respect.
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A generation shaped by Vietnam must remember the lessons of Vietnam: 
When America uses force in the world, the cause must be just, the goal 
must be clear, and the victory must be overwhelming. . . .

But I come from a different place and it has made me a different leader. In 
Midland, Texas, where I grew up, the town motto was, ‘The sky’s the limit,’ 
and we believed it. There was a restless energy, a basic conviction that with 
hard work, anybody could succeed and everybody deserved a chance.

Our sense of community . . . was just as strong as that sense of promise. Neighbors helped 
each other. There were dry wells and sand storms to keep you humble, lifelong friends to take 
your side, and churches to remind us that every soul is equal in value and equal in need.

Excerpts from Barack Obama’s Address Accepting the Presidential Nomination at 
the Democratic National Convention in Denver, Colorado (August 28, 2008)

It is that promise that has always set this country apart – that through hard work and 
sacrifice, each of us can pursue our individual dreams but still come together as one 
American family, to ensure that the next generation can pursue their dreams as well . . .

We meet at one of those defining moments—a moment when our nation is at war, our 
economy is in turmoil, and the American promise has been threatened once more. . . .

For over two decades, [John McCain has] subscribed to that old, discredited 
Republican philosophy – give more and more to those with the most and hope 
that prosperity trickles down to everyone else. In Washington, they call this the 
Ownership Society, but what it really means is – you’re on your own. Out of work? 
Tough luck. No health care? The market will fix it. Born into poverty? Pull yourself 
up by your own bootstraps—even if you don’t have boots. You’re on your own.

Well it’s time for them to own their failure. It’s time for us to change America. . . .

The fundamentals we use to measure economic strength are whether we 
are living up to that fundamental promise that has made this country great 
– a promise that is the only reason I am standing here tonight. . . .

Our government should work for us, not against us. It should help us, 
not hurt us. It should ensure opportunity not just for those with the most 
money and influence, but for every American who’s willing to work.

That’s the promise of America—the idea that we are responsible for 
ourselves, but that we also rise or fall as one nation; the fundamental 
belief that I am my brother’s keeper; I am my sister’s keeper. . . .
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This country of ours has more wealth than any nation, but that’s not what 
makes us rich. We have the most powerful military on Earth, but that’s not 
what makes us strong. Our universities and our culture are the envy of the 
world, but that’s not what keeps the world coming to our shores.

Instead, it is that American spirit—that American promise—that pushes us forward even 
when the path is uncertain; that binds us together in spite of our differences; that makes 
us fix our eye not on what is seen, but what is unseen, that better place around the bend.

That promise is our greatest inheritance. It’s a promise I make to my daughters 
when I tuck them in at night, and a promise that you make to yours – a promise 
that has led immigrants to cross oceans and pioneers to travel west; a promise 
that led workers to picket lines, and women to reach for the ballot. . . .

America, we cannot turn back. Not with so much work to be done. Not with so many 
children to educate, and so many veterans to care for. Not with an economy to fix 
and cities to rebuild and farms to save. Not with so many families to protect and 
so many lives to mend. America, we cannot turn back. We cannot walk alone.

Reflect:

1. Choose an excerpt from one of the speeches that you think reveals something about when 
the speech was given. Use your knowledge of the presidencies of Richard Nixon, Jimmy 
Carter, Ronald Reagan, George H.W. Bush, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama 
to explain the connection between your quote and the historical context of the speech.
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EXPLORE MORE PRIMARY SOURCES:

This activity is part of a complete lesson available online to TCI users in History Alive! Pursuing American Ideals, 
Lesson 58, U.S. Foreign Policy in a Global Age. More primary source activities are available online at  
www.teachtci.com.

2. Choose two presidential speeches from those provided above and analyze the tone, goals, and problems 
that they each address. What similarities or changes do you observe? 
 

Similarities Differences

3. Conduct research to find one speech from today’s president. Provide a citation for the speech below. 

4. How does this modern speech compare to those of previous presidents? How has the presidency  
changed over time?


