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Studying the speech provides five key speechwriting lessons
that can help us all be better communicators.
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Note that numbers in square brackets (e.qg. [14]) refer to

paragraph numbers in the speech text.
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Speechwriting Lesson #1:

Start with a Strong, Simple Speech Outline:
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Speech analysis by media pundits often focuses exclusively
on the sound bites — a few phrases here and there hole-punched
out of a 17-minute speech. It is easy to forget that other words
were used to stitch together those sound bites into (hopefully) a
cohesive whole.
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So, it is worthwhile to study and analyze the speech outline
of Obama’s inauguration speech, because all speechwriters can
learn from the strong, simple structure which helped convey his
message coherently.
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Our own wish list for his speech was that he would accomplish
five tasks:
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“Be frank and honest about the realities of the economy and
wars
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‘Address the sagging morale and lack of confidence
"Appear strong g sau”

Offer an olive branch to the world Ost Y1 g 52 @Ilall ands”
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‘Make a call-to-action for personal contributions (along the lines
of “Ask not what your country can do...")
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‘The analyst thinks Obama achieved all of these aims in his
inauguration speech using a simpie six-part structure:
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Thank you [paragraphs 1- 2]

Some will point to Obama’s mention of Bush as mere formality,
but it's more significant than that. Obama is preaching respect for
the individual regardless of whether you agree with them. Thus,
it is important he follows his own advice. To do otherwise would
damage his credibility.
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2-Honestly acknowledge the economic crisis
[paragraphs 3- 7]

Obama was blunt and direct, using phrases like “the challenges
... are real. They are serious and they are many.” He didn't promise
solutions In this year or the next. He didn't sugarcoat it, and the
audience applaud him for that. As the economic issue Is #1 in the
minds of Americans, he was wise to address this first in his speech.
Equally important, he showed great resolve and leadership with his
powerful “But know this, America — they will be met.*
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3-Americans have always faced crises and overcome

them [paragraphs 8- 17]

In this section of the speech, Obama stays consistent with his
message of hope that won him the election. He is speaking directly to
millions of Americans who feel the "sapping of confidence across our
land”. He cites scripture, refers to the Declaration of Independence,
 and then reminds his audience of the struggles of the past which
were overcome. He concludes this section by reminding everyone
that the core American strength still persists.
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4-Address cynics [paragraphs 18 -20]

This brief interlude seems to be aimed at Congress and other
political forces. In an attempt to persuade those who are skeptical
of his pians, the key phrase here is “Their memories are short.”
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5-Speak about and to the World [paragraphs 21 -26]
This section was very, very strong. His words are strong, yet
friendly. He charts a new foreign policy which is anchored on

common, human ideals. It is expected that this part of the speech
will be received quite favorably around the world.
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6-The solution lies within the determination of the
people [paragraphs 27 -35]

Obama transitions back tothe American people with remarkable
skill. Drawing a parallel between the armed forces and normal
citizens in terms of embodying a spirit of service was masterful.
This is the call-to-action which the American people were
particularly looking for, and he delivered beyond expectations.
The concluding story taken from the Revolutionary war was a
great metaphor, and a fine way to conclude.

ST Public 'Prcscn#ahog




H ;\2 n(ﬂé_)k:&:l.bg!‘ 2._15‘5944).1
13 i el b1 il 5d0

Speechwriting Lesson #2:
Craft Impactful Lines
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The message and outline are more important, but the
soundbites are important too.
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If there's one weakness in Obama’s speech, it's that there's
no clear, unmistakable phrase which people will be quoting years
from now (although only time holds the definitive judgment).
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There was no “Ask not what your country can do for you”.
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There was no “l have a dream”.
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There was no “This was their finest hour.”
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There was no “Yes we can.”
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But that's not to say that this speech was lacking in wonderfully
crafted and impactful lines.
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“... begin again the work of remaking America.” [paragraph 16]
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“Their memories are short.” [18] (I particularly loved the brevity
of this line)
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“The question we ask today is not whether our government is too
big or too small, but whether it works” [19] (He busts open the
debate by reframing the gquestion.)
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“[W]e reject as false the choice between our safety and our ideals.”
[21] (A particularly sharp indictment of Bush's policies.)
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“[W]e are ready to lead once more.” [21] (Simply stated, but this
is exactly what America’s allies wanted to hear.)
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“For the world has changed, and we must change with it.” [26]
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“What is required now lS a new era of responsibility” [29]
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Finally, although it wasn't a single line, | loved everything
about how paragraphs 27 and 28 were crafted (which included
“a moment that will define a generation”, even though it is a
somewhat cliche statement).
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Will any of these be quoted decades from now? It's impossible
to tell, but my money is on “the work of remaking America” or “a
new era of responsibility.”
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Speechwriting Lesson #3:
Employ the Magical Rule of Three
sgiall s il allae euslad 3 NI Gucls s Aliel e syt
15 5 AeY! Silslell yate B Crasiias JLibl e
Finding examples of the Rule of Three in speeches by great
speakers is like finding smiling kids in a candy store. Examples
abound!
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But this does not lessen the importance of this speechwriting
tactic. Quite the opposite! If all the Presidential speechwriters
wield the Rule of Three, why don't you do it more often?
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Here are just some of the examples in the inauguration speech
of varying length:
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“Humbled by the task before us, grateful for the trust you
have bestowed, mindful of the sacrifices borne by our
ancestors."[paragraph 2]
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“Homes have been lost; jobs shed; businesses shuttered.”[5]
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“Our health care is too costly; our schools fail too many; and [...]
energy [...] threaten our planet.”[5]
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‘All are equal, all are free, and all deserve [...] pursue [...]
happiness."[10]
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“Struggled and sacrificed and worked"[15]
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“Birth or wealth or faction”[15]
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“We must pick ourselves up, dust ourselves off, and begin again
the work of remaking America”[16]
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*To spend wisely, reform bad habits, and do our business in the
light of day"[19]
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“The justness of our cause, the force of our example, the tempering
qualities of humility and restraint.” [22]
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Speechwriting Lesson #4;
Amplify Words by Drawing Contrasts
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As pointed out in the, sometimes the best way to highlight and
sharpen concepts is to introduce contrast.
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Here are a few examples from QObama’s Inauguration
speech:
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“Rising tides of prosperity and the still waters of peace” versus
“gathering clouds and raging storms”[paragraph 3]
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“Know that your people will judge you on what you can buiid, not
what you destroy."[25]
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“We will extend a hand if you are willing to unclench your fist"[25]
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"A man whose father less than sixty years ago might not have
been served at a local restaurant can now stand before you to
take a most sacred oath.”[32]
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Speechwriting Lesson #5:
Thread Your Theme Throughout Your Speech
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If the core message of your speech is the plot of the story, then
the theme of your speech is the setting and mood.
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Stated another way, your message is the what you say- your
theme is the how you say it.
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" Inauguration speeches are very naturally set with themes that
emphasize the continuity and progress of a nation. Whatever the
concerns of the era, they can be expressed relative to the past.
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The theme for Obama’'s inauguration speech could be
expressed as “drawing strength from our common past‘. (This
is consistent with Obama's intellect — he is well versed in the
nation’s history through his studies of Lincoln and others.} This
speech repeatedly drew examples from the past and even urged
the people to return to old values near the end of the speech:
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But those values upon which our success depends - hard
work and honesty, courage and fair play, tolerance and curiosity,
loyalty and patriotism - these things are old. These things are
true. They have been the quiet force of progress throughout our
history. What is demanded then is a return to these truths.
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All in all, there are numerous references to the past to set the
theme for this speech:
(23,8401 )eliatan Lglasd it cibumailly gl
“mindful of the sacrifices borne by our ancestors” [paragraph?2]
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“Forty-four Americans have now taken the presidential oath”[3]
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“faithful to the ideals of our forbearers, and true to our founding
documents”[3]
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“So it has been. So it must be with this generation of
Americans.”[4]
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“passed on from generation to generation”[10]
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“Qur journey has never been ..."[11]
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“Their memories are short.”[18]
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“Our Founding Fathers |[..] expanded by the blood of
generations.”[21]
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*Recall that earlier generations..."[22)
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“The fallen heroes who lie in Arlington™[27]
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“In the year of America’s birth..."[33]
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Selected Paragraphs From Obama's )
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[3] Forty-four Americans have now taken the presidential cath.
The words have been spoken during rising tides of prosperity
and the still waters of peace. Yet, every so often the oath is taken
amidst gathering clouds and raging storms. At these moments,
America has carried on not simply because of the skill or vision of
those in high office, but because We the People have remained
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faithful to the ideals of our forbearers, and true to our founding
documents.
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[7] Today 1 say to you that the challenges we face are real.
They are serious and they are many. They will not be met easily
or in a short span of time. But know this, America — they will be
met.
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[10] We remain a young nation, but in the words of Scripture,
the time has come to set aside childish things. The time has
come to reaffirm our enduring spirit; to choose our better history;
to carry forward that precious gift, that noble idea, passed on
from generation to generation: the God-given promise that all are
equal, all are free, and all deserve a chance to pursue their full
measure of happiness.
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[14] For us, they fought and died, in places like Concord and
Gettysburg; Normandy and Khe Sahn.
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[15] Time and again these men and women struggled and
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sacrificed and worked till their hands were raw so that we might
live a better life. They saw America as bigger than the sum of our
individual ambitions; greater than all the differences of birth or
wealth or faction.
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[17] For everywhere we look, there is work to be done. The
state of the economy calls for action, bold and swift, and we will
act — not only to create new jobs, but to lay a new foundation for
growth. We will build the roads and bridges, the electric grids and
digital lines that feed our commerce and bind us together. We
will restore science to its rightful place, and wield technology's
wonders to raise health care’s quality and lower its cost. We will
harness the sun and the winds and the soil to fuel our cars and
run our factories. And we will transform our schools and colleges
and universities to meet the demands of a new age. Ali this we
can do. And all this we will do.
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[19] What the cynics fail to understand is that the ground has
shifted beneath them - that the stale political arguments that
have consumed us for so long no longer apply. The question we
ask today is not whether our government is too big or too small,
but whether it works — whether it helps families find jobs at a
decent wage, care they can afford, a retirement that is dignified.
Where the answer is yes, we intend to move forward. Where the
answer is no, programs will end. And those of us who manage the
public’s dollars will be held to account — to spend wisely, reform
bad habits, and do our business in the light of day — because only
then can we restore the vital trust between a people and their
government.
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[22] Recall that earlier generations faced down fascism and
communism not just with missiles and tanks, but with sturdy
alliances and enduring convictions. They understood that our
power alone cannot protect us, nor does it entitle us to do as
we please. Instead, they knew that our power grows through
its prudent use; our security emanates from the justness of
nur cause, the force of our example, the tempering qualities of
humility and restraint.
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[25] To the Muslim world, we seek a new way forward, based
on mutual interest and mutual respect. To those leaders around
the globe who seek to sow conflict, or blame their society’s ills on
the West — know that your people will judge you on what you can
build, not what you destroy. To those who cling to power through
corruption and deceit and the silencing of dissent, know that you
are on the wrong side of history; but that we will extend a hand if
you are willing to unclench your fist.
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[27] As we consider the road that unfolds before us, we
remember with humble gratitude those brave Americans who,
at this very hour, patrol far-off deserts and distant mountains.
They have something to tell us today, just as the fallen heroes
who lie in Arlington whisper through the ages. We honor them
not only because they are guardians of our liberty, but because
they embody the spirit of service; a willingness to find meaning in
something greater than themselves. And yet, at this moment — a
moment that will define a generation — it is precisely this spirit
that must inhabit us all.
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[28] For as much as government can do and must do, it is
ultimately the faith and determination of the American people upon
which this nation relies. It is the kindness to take in a stranger
when the levees break, the selflessness of workers who would
rather cut their hours than see a friend lose their job which sees
us through our darkest hours. It is the firefighter's courage to
storm a stairway filled with smoke, but also a parent’s willingness
to nurture a child, that finally decides our fate.
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[30] This is the price and the promise of citizenship.
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[31] This is the source of our confidence — the knowledge that
God calls on us to shape an uncertain destiny.
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