
John Lew
is 

W
hy I Said W

hat I D
id 

A
 recen

t sp
eech

 I d
eliv

ered
 d

u
rin

g
 th

e 
w

elfare reform
 debate has draw

n m
uch com

-
m

en
t an

d
 criticism

. I am
 d

istu
rb

ed
 b

y
 th

e 
freq

u
en

t d
isto

rtio
n
 o

f m
y
 w

o
rd

s. In
 th

e 
speech, I cited a quote by a G

erm
an theologian 

during W
orld W

ar II. H
e spoke of the need to 

speak out on behalf of those w
ho are singled 

o
u
t fo

r attack
, b

e it fo
r reaso

n
s o

f p
o
litics, 

religion, ethnicity, race or econom
ic status. 

U
nfortunately, som

e colum
nists and R

epub-
lican

 p
o
litician

s h
av

e m
isch

aracterized
 an

d
 

m
isrepresented m

y speech. T
hey cite m

y use 
o
f th

e q
u
o
te as th

e w
o
rst ty

p
e o

f "an
g
ry

 
rhetoric." S

om
e have gone so far as to say I 

called
 th

e R
ep

u
b

lican
s N

azis. I d
id

 n
o

 su
ch

 
thing. H

ere is part of m
y speech, including the 

quote. 
"I am

 rem
inded (by the R

epublican w
elfare 

p
ro

p
o

sal] o
f a q

u
o

te b
y

 th
e g

reat G
erm

an
 

theologian, M
artin N

iem
oller, during W

orld 
W

ar II. 
" 'In G

erm
any, they cam

e first for the C
om

-
m

unists, and I didn't speak up because I w
asn't 

a C
om

m
unist. T

hen they cam
e for the Jew

s, 
and I didn't speak up because I w

asn't a Jew
. 

T
hen they cam

e for the trade unionists, and I 
d
id

n
't sp

eak
 u

p
 b

ecau
se I w

asn
't a trad

e 
unionist. T

hen they cam
e for the C

atholics, 
and I didn't speak up because I w

as a P
rotes-

tant. T
hen they cam

e for m
e, and by that tim

e 
no one w

as left to speak up.' 

"M
r. S

peaker, this R
epublican proposal cer-

tain
ly

 isn
't th

e H
o

lo
cau

st. B
u

t I am
 co

n
-

cerned—
and I m

ust speak up." 
A

n
d

 I d
id

 sp
eak

 u
p

—
ju

st as I h
av

e d
o

n
e 

th
ro

u
g
h
o
u
t m

y
 life. W

h
en

 I h
av

e w
itn

essed
 

in
ju

stice o
r a d

isen
fran

ch
ised

 g
ro

u
p

 b
ein

g
 

oppressed, I have spoken up. F
rom

 the F
ree-

dom
 R

ides to the M
arch on W

ashington to the 
M

arch from
 S

elm
a to M

ontgom
ery, I w

orked 
long and hard for the civil rights of all A

m
eri-

can
s. T

o
d
ay

, as a m
em

b
er o

f C
o
n
g
ress, I 

co
n
tin

u
e to

 sp
eak

 o
u
t fo

r th
e rig

h
ts o

f th
o
se 

w
h
o
 are b

ein
g
 o

p
p
ressed

—
b
e th

ey
 o

ld
 o

r 
y

o
u

n
g

; rich
 o

r p
o

o
r; g

ay
 o

r straig
h

t; w
h

ite, 
black, yellow

, red or brow
n. 

T
his is w

hy I am
 so pained by the m

isuse of 
m

y
 sp

eech
 o

n
 w

elfare. O
n
ce ag

ain
, I ro

se 
against the attacks on the poor and disenfran-
ch

ised
. Y

es, I b
ecam

e em
o
tio

n
al d

u
rin

g
 th

e 
debate. I believe the R

epublican proposal lacks 
co

m
p
assio

n
, th

at it is an
 an

g
ry

 an
d
 m

ean
 

proposal w
hich ostracizes those w

ho have been 
left out and left behind. I had to speak up. 

U
nfortunately, the R

epublican w
elfare reform

 
proposal is sym

ptom
atic of a greater sense of 

an
g

er an
d

 in
to

leran
ce th

at is g
ro

w
in

g
 in

 o
u

r 
n

atio
n

. T
o

o
 o

ften
, th

e "so
lu

tio
n

" to
 to

d
ay

's 
problem

s is to blam
e som

eone else—
the poor, 

m
inorities, environm

entalists, fem
inists, M

uni-
rants, bureaucrats. W

e are all fam
iliar w

ith the  

list. T
he "politics of blam

e" is a basic tactic of 
those w

ho preach intolerance and division. 
N

eith
er I n

o
r m

y
 sp

eech
 d

eserv
es to

 b
e 

associated w
ith the anger and hatred that too 

o
ften

 p
erv

ad
e o

u
r so

ciety
. M

y
 critics h

av
e 

m
isinterpreted m

y speech on w
elfare reform

 
at best and m

ischaracterized and distorted it 
for political gain at w

orst. It is exactly this kind 
of dem

onization and distortion that m
ake the 

A
m

erican people cynical about their govern-
m

ent and its institutions. 
I am

 not one of hate's disciples. S
ince the day 

I first heard D
r. M

artin L
uther K

ing's voice on 
the radio, I have been dedicated to helping build 
the beloved com

m
unity, a nation in w

hich peo-
ple are judged not by the color of their skin but 
by the content of their character. 

I have a long history of building bridges, of 
bringing people together. I preach the gospel 
n

o
t ju

st o
f to

leran
ce b

u
t o

f accep
tan

ce an
d
 

love. I have sacrificed blood and sw
eat w

ork-
ing for fundam

ental hum
an rights. I risked m

y 
life for these ends. 

I have w
itnessed the success w

e can achieve 
w

hen w
e overcom

e our differences, stop blam
-

in
g
 o

th
ers an

d
 w

o
rk

 fo
r th

e co
m

m
o
n
 g

o
o
d
. 

T
h

an
k

s to
 th

e civ
il rig

h
ts m

o
v

em
en

t, ev
ery

 
A

m
erican is free to exercise his or her right to 

vote. T
oday, children of all races and ethnici-

ties attend school together. W
e are no longer  

confronted w
ith the signs that divide our w

orld 
into "w

hite" and "colored." 
It is u

n
fo

rtu
n

ate an
d

 iro
n

ic th
at I an

d
 m

y
 

speech are cited as exam
ples of hatred. I w

as 
speaking out against the sam

e hate speech of 
w

hich I am
 accused. T

he N
iem

oller quote is a 
profound statem

ent that urges us to say "no" to 
the assault I believe the R

epublicans are un-
leashing on A

m
erica's m

ost vulnerable citizens. 
I b

eliev
e a seco

n
d

 q
u

o
te fro

m
 m

y
 w

elfare 
speech, one w

ith w
hich I chose to close, cap-

tures the spirit of m
y speech and m

y beliefs. 
"A

 fam
ous rabbi, R

abbi H
illel, once asked, 'If 

I am
 not for m

yself, w
ho w

ill be for m
e? B

ut if I 
am

 only for m
yself, w

hat am
 I?' 

"W
hat am

 I, M
r. S

peaker? I am
 for those w

ho 
are in the daw

n of life—
the children. I am

 for 
th

o
se w

h
o

 are in
 th

e tw
ilig

h
t o

f life—
th

e 
elderly. I am

 for those w
ho are in the shadow

 of 
life—

the sick, the needy and the handicapped." 
W

hat am
 I? I am

 a m
an w

ho deeply believes 
in com

passion and hope. A
 m

an w
ho believes 

w
e can

 m
o

v
e b

ey
o

n
d

 th
e an

g
er, h

atred
 an

d
 

attack
s th

at h
av

e assau
lted

 o
u

r n
atio

n
's 

psyche. A
 m

an w
ho, day after day, struggles to 

build the bridges that w
ill allow

 us all to com
e 

together in D
r. K

ing's beloved com
m

unity. 

The w
riter is a D

em
ocratic representative 

from
 G

eorgia. 


