
 

F. Great Speeches  
 

Information and Activity Plans for School Debaters  
 

INTRODUCTION  
 

This section looks at some of the most well know speeches that have been made.  The 

‘youngest’ of these is twenty years old and oldest is over 140, yet all of them contain phrases 

that have lasted to the present day because of the power of the impact they had at the time 

they were first given. 

 

The Internet has meant the texts of many famous, and not so famous, speeches are now easily 

accessible.  However, here we have presented a collection six, to illustrate the power of the 

spoken word, the carefully crafted argument, and the ability to connect with an audience: 

 

The Gettysburg Address 
Abraham Lincoln  
 
 
I have a dream… 
Martin Luther King, Jr 
 
 
Blood, toil, tears and sweat… 
Sir Winston Churchill 
 
 
We shall fight them on the beaches… 
Sir Winston Churchill 
 
 
This was their finest hour… 
Sir Winston Churchill 
 
 
The Lady’s not for turning… 
Margaret Thatcher 
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The Gettysburg Address 

Abraham Lincoln  

Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, November 19, 1863 

 

Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, a new nation, 

conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.  

Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived 

and so dedicated, can long endure. We are met on a great battle-field of that war. We have come 

to dedicate a portion of that field, as a final resting place for those who here gave their lives that 

that nation might live. It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this.  

But, in a larger sense, we can not dedicate -- we can not consecrate -- we can not hallow -- this 

ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here, have consecrated it, far above our 

poor power to add or detract. The world will little note, nor long remember what we say here, but 

it can never forget what they did here. It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the 

unfinished work which they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to 

be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us -- that from these honored dead we take 

increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion -- that we 

here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain -- that this nation, under God, shall 

have a new birth of freedom -- and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, 

shall not perish from the earth.  
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I have a dream… 

Martin Luther King, Jr, 

Lincoln Memorial, Washington D.C., 28 August 1963  

 

Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand signed the 

Emancipation Proclamation. This momentous decree came as a great beacon light of hope to 

millions of Negro slaves who had been seared in the flames of withering injustice. It came as a 

joyous daybreak to end the long night of captivity. But one hundred years later, we must face the 

tragic fact that the Negro is still not free.  

One hundred years later, the life of the Negro is still sadly crippled by the manacles of segregation 

and the chains of discrimination. One hundred years later, the Negro lives on a lonely island of 

poverty in the midst of a vast ocean of material prosperity. One hundred years later, the Negro is 

still languishing in the corners of American society and finds himself an exile in his own land.  

So we have come here today to dramatize an appalling condition. In a sense we have come to our 

nation's capital to cash a check. When the architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words 

of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory note to 

which every American was to fall heir.  

This note was a promise that all men would be guaranteed the inalienable rights of life, liberty, 

and the pursuit of happiness. It is obvious today that America has defaulted on this promissory 

note insofar as her citizens of color are concerned. Instead of honoring this sacred obligation, 

America has given the Negro people a bad check which has come back marked "insufficient 

funds." But we refuse to believe that the bank of justice is bankrupt. We refuse to believe that 

there are insufficient funds in the great vaults of opportunity of this nation.  
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So we have come to cash this check -- a check that will give us upon demand the riches of 

freedom and the security of justice. We have also come to this hallowed spot to remind America of 

the fierce urgency of now. This is no time to engage in the luxury of cooling off or to take the 

tranquilizing drug of gradualism. Now is the time to rise from the dark and desolate valley of 

segregation to the sunlit path of racial justice. Now is the time to open the doors of opportunity to 

all of God's children. Now is the time to lift our nation from the quicksands of racial injustice to the 

solid rock of brotherhood.  

It would be fatal for the nation to overlook the urgency of the moment and to underestimate the 

determination of the Negro. This sweltering summer of the Negro's legitimate discontent will not 

pass until there is an invigorating autumn of freedom and equality. Nineteen sixty-three is not an 

end, but a beginning. Those who hope that the Negro needed to blow off steam and will now be 

content will have a rude awakening if the nation returns to business as usual. There will be neither 

rest nor tranquility in America until the Negro is granted his citizenship rights.  

The whirlwinds of revolt will continue to shake the foundations of our nation until the bright day of 

justice emerges. But there is something that I must say to my people who stand on the warm 

threshold which leads into the palace of justice. In the process of gaining our rightful place we 

must not be guilty of wrongful deeds. Let us not seek to satisfy our thirst for freedom by drinking 

from the cup of bitterness and hatred.  

We must forever conduct our struggle on the high plane of dignity and discipline. we must not 

allow our creative protest to degenerate into physical violence. Again and again we must rise to 

the majestic heights of meeting physical force with soul force.  

The marvelous new militancy which has engulfed the Negro community must not lead us to 

distrust of all white people, for many of our white brothers, as evidenced by their presence here 

today, have come to realize that their destiny is tied up with our destiny and their freedom is 

inextricably bound to our freedom.  
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We cannot walk alone. And as we walk, we must make the pledge that we shall march ahead. We 

cannot turn back. There are those who are asking the devotees of civil rights, "When will you be 

satisfied?" we can never be satisfied as long as our bodies, heavy with the fatigue of travel, 

cannot gain lodging in the motels of the highways and the hotels of the cities. We cannot be 

satisfied as long as the Negro's basic mobility is from a smaller ghetto to a larger one. We can 

never be satisfied as long as a Negro in Mississippi cannot vote and a Negro in New York believes 

he has nothing for which to vote. No, no, we are not satisfied, and we will not be satisfied until 

justice rolls down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream.  

I am not unmindful that some of you have come here out of great trials and tribulations. Some of 

you have come fresh from narrow cells. Some of you have come from areas where your quest for 

freedom left you battered by the storms of persecution and staggered by the winds of police 

brutality. You have been the veterans of creative suffering. Continue to work with the faith that 

unearned suffering is redemptive.  

Go back to Mississippi, go back to Alabama, go back to Georgia, go back to Louisiana, go back to 

the slums and ghettos of our northern cities, knowing that somehow this situation can and will be 

changed. Let us not wallow in the valley of despair. I say to you today, my friends, that in spite of 

the difficulties and frustrations of the moment, I still have a dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in 

the American dream.  

I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: 

"We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal." I have a dream that one 

day on the red hills of Georgia the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slaveowners will 

be able to sit down together at a table of brotherhood. I have a dream that one day even the 

state of Mississippi, a desert state, sweltering with the heat of injustice and oppression, will be 

transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice. I have a dream that my four children will one 

day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of 

their character. I have a dream today.  
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I have a dream that one day the state of Alabama, whose governor's lips are presently dripping 

with the words of interposition and nullification, will be transformed into a situation where little 

black boys and black girls will be able to join hands with little white boys and white girls and walk 

together as sisters and brothers. I have a dream today. I have a dream that one day every valley 

shall be exalted, every hill and mountain shall be made low, the rough places will be made plain, 

and the crooked places will be made straight, and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all 

flesh shall see it together. This is our hope. This is the faith with which I return to the South. With 

this faith we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope. With this faith we 

will be able to transform the jangling discords of our nation into a beautiful symphony of 

brotherhood. With this faith we will be able to work together, to pray together, to struggle 

together, to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom together, knowing that we will be free one 

day.  

This will be the day when all of God's children will be able to sing with a new meaning, "My 

country, 'tis of thee, sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing. Land where my fathers died, land of the 

pilgrim's pride, from every mountainside, let freedom ring." And if America is to be a great nation, 

this must become true. So let freedom ring from the prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire. Let 

freedom ring from the mighty mountains of New York. Let freedom ring from the heightening 

Alleghenies of Pennsylvania! Let freedom ring from the snowcapped Rockies of Colorado! Let 

freedom ring from the curvaceous peaks of California! But not only that; let freedom ring from 

Stone Mountain of Georgia! Let freedom ring from Lookout Mountain of Tennessee! Let freedom 

ring from every hill and every molehill of Mississippi. From every mountainside, let freedom ring.  

When we let freedom ring, when we let it ring from every village and every hamlet, from every 

state and every city, we will be able to speed up that day when all of God's children, black men 

and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in 

the words of the old Negro spiritual, "Free at last! free at last! thank God Almighty, we are free at 

last!"  
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Blood, toil, tears and sweat… 

Sir Winston Churchill 

May 13th 1940 (first speech as Prime Minister) 

 

I would say to the House, as I said to those who have joined this government: "I have nothing to 

offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat." 

We have before us an ordeal of the most grievous kind. We have before us many, many long 

months of struggle and of suffering. 

You ask, what is our policy? I can say: It is to wage war, by sea, land and air, with all our might 

and with all the strength that God can give us; to wage war against a monstrous tyranny, never 

surpassed in the dark, lamentable catalogue of human crime. That is our policy.  

You ask, what is our aim? I can answer in one word: It is victory, victory at all costs, victory in 

spite of all terror, victory, however long and hard the road may be; for without victory, there is no 

survival. 

Let that be realised; no survival for the British Empire, no survival for all that the British Empire 

has stood for, no survival for the urge and impulse of the ages, that mankind will move forward 

towards its goal. But I take up my task with buoyancy and hope.  

I feel sure that our cause will not be suffered to fail among men. At this time I feel entitled to 

claim the aid of all, and I say, "come then, let us go forward together with our united strength." 
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We shall fight them on the beaches… 

Sir Winston Churchill 

June 4th 1940 

 

"... I have, myself, full confidence that if all do their duty, if nothing is neglected, and if the best 

arrangements are made, as they are being made, we shall prove ourselves once again able to 

defend our Island home, to ride out the storm of war, and to outlive the menace of tyranny, if 

necessary for years, if necessary alone.  

At any rate, that is what we are going to try to do. That is the resolve of His Majesty's 

Government-every man of them. That is the will of Parliament and the nation.  

The British Empire and the French Republic, linked together in their cause and in their need, will 

defend to the death their native soil, aiding each other like good comrades to the utmost of their 

strength.  

Even though large tracts of Europe and many old and famous States have fallen or may fall into 

the grip of the Gestapo and all the odious apparatus of Nazi rule, we shall not flag or fail.  

We shall go on to the end, we shall fight in France, we shall fight on the seas and oceans, we shall 

fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our Island, 

whatever the cost may be, we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, 

we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender, 

and even if, which I do not for a moment believe, this Island or a large part of it were subjugated 

and starving, then our Empire beyond the seas, armed and guarded by the British Fleet, would 

carry on the struggle, until, in God's good time, the New World, with all its power and might, 

steps forth to the rescue and the liberation of the old." 
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This was their finest hour… 

Sir Winston Churchill 

June 18th 1940 

 

What General Weygand called the Battle of France is over.  

I expect that the Battle of Britain is about to begin. Upon this battle depends the survival of 

Christian civilization. Upon it depends our own British life, and the long continuity of our 

institutions and our Empire. The whole fury and might of the enemy must very soon be turned on 

us.  

Hitler knows that he will have to break us in this Island or lose the war. If we can stand up to him, 

all Europe may be free and the life of the world may move forward into broad, sunlit uplands.  

But if we fail, then the whole world, including the United States, including all that we have known 

and cared for, will sink into the abyss of a new Dark Age made more sinister, and perhaps more 

protracted, by the lights of perverted science.  

Let us therefore brace ourselves to our duties, and so bear ourselves that, if the British Empire 

and its Commonwealth last for a thousand years, men will still say, "This was their finest hour." 
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The Lady’s not for turning… 

Margaret Thatcher 

October, 1980  

 

If spending money like water was the answer to our country's problems, we would have no 

problems now. If ever a nation has spent, spent, spent and spent again, ours has. Today that 

dream is over. All of that money has got us nowhere but it still has to come from somewhere. 

Those who urge us to relax the squeeze, to spend yet more money indiscriminately in the belief 

that it will help the unemployed and the small businessman are not being kind or compassionate 

or caring.  

They are not the friends of the unemployed or the small business. They are asking us to do again 

the very thing that caused the problems in the first place. We have made this point repeatedly.  

I am accused of lecturing or preaching about this. I suppose it is a critic's way of saying "Well, we 

know it is true, but we have to carp at something." I do not care about that. But I do care about 

the future of free enterprise, the jobs and exports it provides and the independence it brings to 

our people. Independence? Yes, but let us be clear what we mean by that. Independence does not 

mean contracting out of all relationships with others. A nation can be free but it will not stay free 

for long if it has no friends and no alliances. Above all, it will not stay free if it cannot pay its own 

way in the world. By the same token, an individual needs to be part of a community and to feel 

that he is part of it. There is more to this than the chance to earn a living for himself and his 

family, essential though that is.  

Of course, our vision and our aims go far beyond the complex arguments of economics, but unless 

we get the economy right we shall deny our people the opportunity to share that vision and to see 

beyond the narrow horizons of economic necessity. Without a healthy economy we cannot have a 

healthy society. Without a healthy society the economy will not stay healthy for long.  
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But it is not the State that creates a healthy society. When the State grows too powerful people 

feel that they count for less and less. The State drains society, not only of its wealth but of 

initiative, of energy, the will to improve and innovate as well as to preserve what is best. Our aim 

is to let people feel that they count for more and more. If we cannot trust the deepest instincts of 

our people we should not be in politics at all. Some aspects of our present society really do offend 

those instincts.  

Decent people do want to do a proper job at work, not to be restrained or intimidated from giving 

value for money. They believe that honesty should be respected, not derided. They see crime and 

violence as a threat not just to society but to their own orderly way of life. They want to be 

allowed to bring up their children in these beliefs, without the fear that their efforts will be daily 

frustrated in the name of progress or free expression.  Indeed, that is what family life is all about.  

There is not a generation gap in a happy and united family. People yearn to be able to rely on 

some generally accepted standards. Without them you have not got a society at all, you have 

purposeless anarchy. A healthy society is not created by its institutions, either. Great schools and 

universities do not make a great nation any more than great armies do. Only a great nation can 

create and involve great institutions—of learning, of healing, of scientific advance. And a great 

nation is the voluntary creation of its people—a people composed of men and women whose pride 

in themselves is founded on the knowledge of what they can give to a community of which they in 

turn can be proud.  

If our people feel that they are part of a great nation and they are prepared to will the means to 

keep it great, a great nation we shall be, and shall remain. So, what can stop us from achieving 

this? What then stands in our way? The prospect of another winter of discontent? I suppose it 

might.  

But I prefer to believe that certain lessons have been learnt from experience, that we are coming, 

slowly, painfully, to an autumn of understanding. And I hope that it will be followed by a winter of 

common sense. If it is not, we shall not be—diverted from our course.  

To those waiting with bated breath for that favourite media catchphrase, the "U" turn, I have only 

one thing to say. "You turn if you want to. The lady's not for turning." I say that not only to you 

but to our friends overseas and also to those who are not our friends. 
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