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On July 4th, 1976, America threw itself the biggest birthday party anyone had ever 
seen. It was a fitting celebration: two hundred years before, on July 4th, 1776, a 
tiny and loose-knit collection of colonies had declared their independence from 
Great Britain with a statement that still defines the fundamental aspirations of men 
and women in every nation on earth. 

"We hold these truths to be self-evident," Thomas Jefferson wrote, "that all men are 
created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable 
Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness. That to 
secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just 
powers from the consent of the governed." 

The two hundredth anniversary of that declaration is such a bright and fresh 
memory that it's hard to believe that almost eight years have passed since then. 
I'm sure that 200 years ago -- in the spring of 1784, a scant year after the Treaty of 
Paris was signed -- men like Washington, Jefferson, Adams and Madison looked 
back with satisfaction on their seven-year struggle for freedom. But more 
important to them was the future; we know they were looking forward to a 
permanent constitutional union. Three years later in Philadelphia, the 
Constitutional Convention would provide the means to turn thirteen colonies that 
well could have become thirteen independent and fractious nations into a single 
republic that has endured in freedom for two centuries. 

Whether the United States of America was born on December 7, 1787, when 
Delaware became the first state to ratify the Constitution -- edging out 
Pennsylvania by five days, I should note -- or six months later when the ninth state, 
New Hampshire, ratified, is a question I will leave for historians and lawyers. 
There is no doubt, however, that America had decided to live under the 
Constitution by 1788. So the question I would like to pose tonight is this: how shall 
we celebrate that approaching anniversary, the two hundredth anniversary of 
constitutional reign in America? 

1976 was a year of parades and speeches and fireworks. 1988 no doubt will see its 
share of speeches and fireworks, although they will be more political than 
incendiary. The national political discussion that will frame the 1988 presidential 



election, perhaps more than in any other in recent years, will involve an 
examination of our basic values and define the course of our nation for decades to 
come. If President Reagan is reelected in 1984, and it seems the better bet at the 
moment, then we will have experienced eight years of conservative government -- 
of increased personal and economic freedom through deregulation, of a restoration 
of responsibility to state governments, of reduced taxes, government spending and 
federal governmental reach. The American people will decide in 1988 whether we 
shall continue on that course or return to the more regulated, expansionist, central 
government policies of the 1960's and 1970's. 

It won't be a new debate, really, but one that began with the first presidency, as 
Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson -- and, later, Madison when he came to 
agree with Jefferson's views -- fought over the proper role of the central 
government in American life. But it will be as important a debate to each of us in 
1988 as it was two centuries before, for it well could set the course of American 
government for the rest of this century and into the next. 

Almost by definition, a national presidential debate is a debate on short-term 
issues. The outcome of an election can be decided by a candidate's popularity, by 
short- lived events beyond anyone's control, by economic conditions, by skilled 
manipulation of the media and public relations campaigns -- as we have seen in the 
volatile Democratic presidential primary this year. But there is an overwhelming 
need, I think, to impose a longer view on our political discussions in the next four 
years, both during the 1984 election and in the years that follow it. 

How shall we celebrate the bicentennial of our Constitution? Of the anniversary of 
the adoption of the Declaration of Independence, John Adams wrote, "It ought to 
be commemorated as the day of deliverance, by solemn acts of devotion to God 
Almighty. It ought to be solemnized with pomp and parade, with shows, games, 
sports, guns, bells, bonfires, and illuminations, from one end of this continent to 
the other, from this time forward forevermore." 

If fireworks and parades were a fitting tribute to the events of July 1776, then a 
thoughtful consideration of how we might regain the sense of unity and purpose 
that made independence possible would be a proper tribute in 1988 to a 
Constitution so well- conceived that it has proved itself a match for the strong-
willed American character for two hundred years. 

As we approach the two-hundredth anniversary of the United States of America, 
there is good reason to debate our future. There is a concern in our nation today 



that our destiny is out of our control, that our representatives in this representative 
democracy can do nothing about nuclear arms, about federal deficits, about 
entitlement programs, unemployment or acid rain. We seem a nation divided by 
regional, ethnic, economic and philosophical differences so sharp, so deep, that 
common cause and consensus have eluded us, and we are unable to change, unable 
to progress, unable to control our future or our destiny. 

Benjamin Franklin, at the signing of the Declaration of Independence, warned, "We 
must all hang together, or assuredly we shall all hang separately." That observation 
is as true today as it was two centuries ago. If we are to regain a sense of purpose, a 
sense of control, the ability to move forward, we must find common ground, 
identify and confirm the common goals that brought us together two hundred years 
ago. 

Many of today's concerns are as old as the debate over ratification of the 
Constitution: national security and protection for American economic interests; 
protecting the rights of the minority; political freedom -- all concerned the authors 
of the Federalist Papers. In the third of those eighty-five articles, John Jay wrote, 
"Among the many objects to which a wise and free people find it necessary to 
direct their attention, that of providing for their safety seems to be the first." 
The safety and well-being of our people remains our first concern today. How can 
we assure that America survives, that we remain free and our vital interests in the 
world are protected? 

This is the most basic issue of our time. Although we must concern ourselves with 
other rights and freedoms, they will mean very little to any of us after a nuclear 
holocaust or if America's vital interests abroad are endangered; if the free world 
ceases to be free or if our nation is enslaved by another. Only if America is secure 
will there be any meaning to a debate about the other issues fundamental to our 
personal and collective freedom. 

These issues are as old as the republic, too. How we can insure continued political 
freedom in America -- freedom to speak, to pray, to assemble. How we can 
maximize opportunity for all our people, insuring that every American family has 
the opportunity to grow, to prosper, and to excel? How do we insure the personal 
safety of every American, a healthy environment, a good education and economic 
opportunity? 

Obviously that is a broad canvas upon which to paint -- in a political lifetime, let 
alone in a single evening. But let me focus on a principle common to several of 



these questions, one understood although not stated by the framers of the 
Constitution, and until recently missing and almost ignored in our national policy 
debates. 

Nowhere in our Constitution is the word "discipline" to be found. But in that 
concept of self-restraint, or discipline, lies a principle which must be applied to 
each of the questions that will be considered in the years leading up to the 
anniversary of our Constitutional reign in 1988. It is clearly contained within the 
concept of self- government: by definition, the collective institution called 
"government" will restrain, govern and discipline the many desires and demands of 
the governed. A quick glance back at the last two decades suggests this principle 
has been ignored. 

America lost its economic discipline in the 1960's, a quarter of a century ago, 
beginning a process of yielding to short-term demands at the expense of long-term 
interests. Indexing of benefits without raising the taxes to pay for them has turned 
out to be an unaffordable luxury, politically popular in the short term but 
economically damaging in the long term. Over 20 years, we have enacted huge 
increases in social spending, paying for them first out of the defense budget and 
then through inflation, with a disastrous impact on both our national defenses and 
our economic stability. Undisciplined deficit spending has produced a national 
economic crisis in both inflation and unemployment that we surely would never 
have approved in the short-term if we had considered the price that we would pay 
in the long-term. 

America lost both its discipline and standards in its educational process in the 
1960's. We began allowing our students to load up on electives at the expense of 
core subjects, substituting driver education and photography for calculus and 
chemistry. "Extra" swallowed "curricular" in describing the content of our 
educational programs. Open admissions and grade-less courses replaced 
competency and qualifications. We began designing open classrooms when we 
should have been finding ways to make students open their books at night. When 
we should have been teaching skills that would have some value in the future, we 
have been graduating students with few skills at all. 

Not that we should place all the blame on our schools. Look at what we have been 
asking them to be and do. For years, we have been telling educators that we want 
them to educate our children, to teach them to understand what they read, to write 
clearly and intelligently, to compute accurately, and to think precisely. Then, 
please, teach them to fly airplanes, change diapers and do their own laundry, shield 



their fragile egos from the pressures of competition and excellence, keep them 
happy, smiling and -- most important -- keep them out of our hair. We have been 
focusing on the short term, but disregarding the long-term purpose of education -- 
to help the student achieve at least competence and hopefully excellence in his or 
her chosen field. 

And, finally, in the 1970's, America lost the discipline it needs to defend itself. The 
Chicago Tribune recently examined the state of the American merchant marine 
fleet, and found that since 1951 the number of U.S. merchant ships had declined 
from 1,300 to just over 500 -- while the Soviet fleet numbers almost 2,500. And 
our Navy, which numbered 1,000 ships when I became a member of Congress in 
1970, had only half those ships ten years later. Have the high seas become twice as 
safe? Is our dependence on other nations for raw materials half as great? 

The failure here is to perceive that we in fact do have foreign interests, and that 
they must be protected. We have taken the short-term view: that federal maritime 
construction and operating subsidies will protect American jobs. They have in fact 
undermined our capacity to build ships. Another short-term view: that the defense 
budget is too large, that we cannot afford to protect our interests. The result? A 
Navy woefully small to protect our international interests. We do in fact have vital 
international interests -- freedom of the seas, access to raw materials, the defense 
of our territorial waters -- and we must have the discipline to protect them if we are 
to remain free. Protecting them will cost money; lots of money. 

If there is a common element in these three areas, it is our failure to take the long 
view. We have made decisions about what government should do without 
considering the cost, about our national economy without considering the 
consequences, about education without considering the conflicting demands we put 
on our schools, and about national defense without considering the security needs 
of our nation. In all of this, our sense of discipline has been missing, and we have 
placed short-term demands above long-term interests. 

But I don't want you to leave tonight believing that America is on the ropes. It is 
not. We are free, economically strong, and have the capacity to solve our problems. 
And, if recent history is any indication, there has been a renewed awareness of the 
need for discipline in our political process -- a recognition that the laxity and 
narrow, short-term focus of the last twenty years must be altered if our nation is to 
survive. 



Our representatives in Washington have begun to recognize a need to limit our 
agenda and exercise discipline and restraint as they search for solutions to our 
economic problems. The Social Security compromise, for example, was the first 
time in many years that the Congress recognized the need to impose some type of 
limitation on an entitlement program. 

Most importantly, Republicans and Democrats are at least facing up to one of our 
most perplexing problems -- the federal deficit. The deficit reduction package that 
is under consideration illustrates that Congress is beginning to focus on the need to 
impose some kind of restraint on its ravenous spending appetite -- an appetite that 
will mean this year's budget deficit is larger than the entire budget in 1967. 

Indeed, a majority in both the House and Senate voted for a constitutional 
amendment to force the federal government to live within its means. The Senate 
approved such an amendment by the requisite two-thirds majority; the measure fell 
short by 56 votes in the House, receiving only a simple majority. 

To be sure, the deficit reduction package being worked on is progress, but we 
cannot allow ourselves to accept it as a substitute for a permanent constitutional 
restraint on spending. For if we are not careful, we will be taught a real lesson in 
constitutional reform; 32 states have already called for a constitutional convention 
to consider an amendment to require a balanced budget. If two more states call for 
such a convention, we will risk opening the Constitution -- which has brought 
America freedom and opportunity for two hundred years -- to the whims of special 
interests. We cannot allow that to happen; Congress must discipline itself by 
enacting a permanent spending restraint. 

Discipline and consensus also have become apparent in recent efforts to improve 
education. In our schools today, we are seeing the results of a broad community 
concern for education. Higher standards are being set, basic core subjects are being 
emphasized, and school boards are devising ways to increase students' time on 
task. We are testing students and teachers, and beginning to reward quality and 
excellence. 

This has been happening all over the country. In Arkansas, the legislature recently 
convened a special session to focus on education renewal and agreed to increase 
the state sales tax to provide more money for schools. In Mississippi, too, the state 
sales tax was increased to increase school funding. In California, nearly one billion 
dollars has been added to the education budget, the school day has been lengthened 
and courses in mathematics and science have been added to the curriculum. In 



Florida, a merit pay plan for teachers, including testing and bonuses for 
performance, was approved and funded. And in Delaware, we have imposed new, 
tougher graduation requirements for our students. Each state has made a financial 
commitment to back up its call for higher standards and improved performance. 

Even in the area of defense, despite the quantity of highly-charged political 
rhetoric, Congress is beginning to exercise discipline and has recognized that we 
cannot jeopardize our nation's security. After six years of a decline in the defense 
budget in real dollars, in 1976 -- under the Carter administration -- the defense 
budget began to rise. That means that the Navy, which had been reduced to barely 
500 ships in 1979, is approaching a strength of 600 ships, and the growth in 
spending on naval readiness has risen from one percent in the 1970's to six percent 
during the 1980's. The issue today is not whether to increase defense spending, but 
whether the increase will be three percent, seven percent, or something in-between. 
Even some of our more liberal representatives have agreed that we must not only 
set high standards for national defense, but we must appropriate funds to reach 
those standards as well. 

In March 1933, Franklin D. Roosevelt, addressing the nation for the first time as 
President of the United States, argued that the Constitution supported the 
governmental activism and social experimentation that he would champion. "Our 
Constitution," he said, "is so simple and practical that it is possible always to meet 
extraordinary needs by changes in emphasis and arrangement without loss of 
essential form." 

No one considering the course of American history in the last fifty years could 
suggest that President Roosevelt was engaging in empty rhetoric, or that our nation 
could have survived without the programs of the New Deal. 

But the extraordinary needs of half a century ago have by and large been met, 
while the extraordinary measures have become institutionalized -- at the expense of 
that simple and practical government envisioned by the men who wrote the 
Constitution -- at the expense of the discipline, restraint and self-government that 
has served us so well since 1788. The task before us is to recognize that we cannot 
continue to ignore the real limits imposed by our resources as we set our agenda, to 
discipline both our desires and the process we use to reach our objectives. 

In 1789, Benjamin Franklin wrote, "Our Constitution is in actual operation; 
everything appears to promise that it will last; but in this world nothing is certain 



but death and taxes." Our Constitution has lasted, and today it provides the same 
sure framework for government it provided two hundred years ago. 

The document that Congress sent to the states for ratification in September 1787, 
in words every schoolchild learns, declared that our government was created to 
". . . insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defense, promote the 
general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our 
Posterity . . . ." 

With discipline, we have the opportunity to improve the quality of our lives, to 
assure our personal safety and the security of our nation, preserve the quality of our 
environment, raise our educational standards and guarantee economic opportunity 
for everyone. There are signs that America is regaining that discipline as we 
approach the two-hundredth anniversary of the Constitution, that a sense of 
balance is being restored in government. Between now and 1988, we must 
reinforce that discipline so that future generations in America will continue to 
benefit from the liberty, opportunity and security we have enjoyed for two hundred 
years. 

Thank you.


