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The following is a transcript of the remarks of Democratic Illinois Sen. Barack Obama, delivered March 18, 2008, in

Philadelphia at the Constitution Center. In it, Obama addresses the role race has played in the presidential campaign.

He also responds to criticism of the Rev. Jeremiah Wright, an unpaid campaign adviser and pastor at Obama's

Chicago church. Wright has made inflammatory remarks about the United States and has accused the country of

bringing on the Sept. 11 attacks by spreading terrorism.

We the people, in order to form a more perfect union ..." — 221 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

experiment 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 independence at a Philadelphia

convention that lasted through the spring of 1787. 

The document they produced was eventually signed but ultimately 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 the slave trade to continue for at least 20 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 its 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 struggles, 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 presidential 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. I chose to run for president at this moment in history because I believe deeply that we

cannot solve the challenges of our time unless we solve them together, unless we perfect our union by

understanding that we may have different stories, but we hold common hopes; that we may not look the

same and we may not have come from the same place, but we all want to move in the same direction —

toward a better future for our children and our grandchildren. 

This belief comes from my unyielding faith in the decency and generosity of the American people. But it

also comes from my own story. 

I am the son of a black man from Kenya and a white woman from Kansas. I was raised with the help of a

white grandfather who survived a Depression to serve in Patton's Army during World War II 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. I 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. I have brothers, sisters, nieces, nephews, uncles and cousins of every race

and every hue, scattered across three continents, and for as long as I live, I 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 of candidates. 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. 
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respective corners, we will never be able to come together and solve challenges like health care or

education or the need to find good jobs for every American. 

Understanding this reality requires a reminder of how we arrived at this point. As William Faulkner once

wrote, "The past isn't dead and buried. In fact, it isn't even past." We do not need to recite here the history

of racial injustice in this country. But we do need to remind ourselves that so many of the disparities that

exist between the African-American community and the larger American community today can be traced

directly to inequalities passed on from an earlier generation that suffered under the brutal legacy of slavery

and Jim Crow.  Segregated schools were and are inferior schools; we still haven't fixed them, 50 years after

Brown v. Board of Education. 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 homeowners could not access

FHA mortgages, or blacks were excluded from unions or the police force or the fire department — 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 blacks and whites, and the concentrated pockets of

poverty that persist 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 pickup, building code

enforcement — all helped create a cycle of violence, blight and neglect that continues to haunt us. 

This is the reality in which Reverend Wright and other African-Americans of his generation grew up. They

came of age in the late '50s and early '60s, a time when segregation was still the law of the land and

opportunity was systematically constricted. What's remarkable is not how many failed in the face of

discrimination, but how many men and women overcame the odds; how many were able to make a way

out of no way, for those like me who would come after them. 

For all those who scratched and clawed their way to get a piece of the American Dream, there were many

who didn't make it — those who were ultimately defeated, in one way or another, by discrimination. That

legacy of defeat was passed on to future generations — those young men and, increasingly, young women

who we see standing on street corners or languishing in our prisons, without hope or prospects for the

future. Even for those blacks who did make it, questions of race and racism continue to define their

worldview in fundamental ways. For the men and women of Reverend Wright's generation, the memories

of humiliation and doubt and fear have not gone away; nor has the anger and the bitterness of those years.

That anger may not get expressed in public, in front of white co-workers or white friends. But it does find

voice in the barbershop or the beauty shop or around the kitchen table. At times, that anger is exploited by

politicians, to gin up votes along racial lines, or to make up for a politician's own failings. 

And occasionally it finds voice in the church on Sunday morning, in the pulpit and in the pews. The fact

that so many people are surprised to hear that anger in some of Reverend Wright's sermons simply

reminds us of the old truism that the most segregated hour of American life occurs on Sunday morning.

That anger is not always productive; indeed, all too often it distracts attention from solving real problems;

it keeps us from squarely facing our own complicity within the African-American community in our

condition, and prevents the African-American community from forging the alliances it needs to bring about

real change. But the anger is real; it is powerful. And to simply wish it away, to condemn it without

understanding its roots, only serves to widen the chasm of misunderstanding that exists between the races. 

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
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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 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. 

In the end, then, what is called for is nothing more and nothing less than what all the world's great

religions demand — that we do unto others as we would have them do unto us. Let us be our brother's

keeper, scripture tells us. Let us be our sister's keeper. Let us find that common stake we all have in one

another, and let our politics reflect that spirit as well. 

For we have a choice in this country. We can accept a politics that breeds division and conflict and

cynicism. We can tackle race only as spectacle — as we did in the O.J. trial — or in the wake of tragedy —

as we did in the aftermath of Katrina — or as fodder for the nightly news. We can play Reverend Wright's

sermons on every channel



Obama, “A More Perfect Union,” page 7

this possibility, what gives me the most hope is the next generation — the young people whose attitudes

and beliefs and openness to change have alread


