President Bill Clinton, "The New Covenant" (1995)

The landslide Republican victory in the November 1994 Congressional elections sobered
President Clinton and the Democrats. In his State of the Union address two months later, he
acknowledged that the electorate expected him to change his direction.

Mr. President, Mr. Speaker, members of the 104th Congress, my fellow Americans: Again we
are here in the sanctuary of democracy, and once again, our democracy has spoken. So let me
begin by congratulating all of you here in the 104th Congress, and congratulating you,

Mr. Speaker.’

If we agree on nothing else tonight, we must agree that the American people certainly voted for
change in 1992 and in 1994. And as I look out at you, I know how some of you must have felt in
1992.

I must say that in both years we didn't hear America singing, we heard America shouting. And
now all of us, Republicans and Democrats alike, must say: We hear you. We will work together
to earn the jobs you have given us. For we are the keepers of the sacred trust, and we must be
faithful to it in this new and very demanding era. . . .

In another time of change and challenge, I had the honor to be the first president to be elected in
the post—Cold War era, an era marked by the global economy, the information revolution,
unparalleled change and opportunity and insecurity for the American people.

I came to this hallowed chamber two years ago on a mission—to restore the American Dream for
all our people and to make sure that we move into the 21st century still the strongest force for
freedom and democracy in the entire world. I was determined then to tackle the tough problems
too long ignored. In this effort [ am frank to say that I have made my mistakes, and I have
learned again the importance of humility in all human endeavor. But I am also proud to say
tonight that our country is stronger than it was two years ago.

Record numbers—record numbers of Americans are succeeding in the new global economy. We
are at peace and we are a force for peace and freedom throughout the world. We have almost six
million new jobs since I became president, and we have the lowest combined rate of
unemployment and inflation in 25 years. Our businesses are more productive and here we have
worked to bring the deficit down, to expand trade, to put more police on our streets, to give our
citizens more of the tools they need to get an education and to rebuild their own communities.

But the rising tide is not lifting all boats. While our nation is enjoying peace and prosperity, too
many of our people are still working harder and harder, for less and less. While our businesses
are restructuring and growing more productive and competitive, too many of our people still
can't be sure of having a job next year or even next month. And far more than our material riches
are threatened; things far more precious to us—our children, our families, our values.



Our civil life is suffering in America today. Citizens are working together less and shouting at
each other more. The common bonds of community which have been the great strength of our
country from its very beginning are badly frayed. What are we to do about it?

More than 60 years ago, at the dawn of another new era, President Roosevelt told our nation,
"New conditions impose new requirements on government and those who conduct government."
And from that simple proposition, he shaped the New Deal, which helped to restore our nation to
prosperity and define the relationship between our people and their government for half a
century.

That approach worked in its time. But we today, we face a very different time and very different
conditions. We are moving from an Industrial Age built on gears and sweat to an Information
Age demanding skills and learning and flexibility. Our government, once a champion of national
purpose, is now seen by many as simply a captive of narrow interests, putting more burdens on
our citizens rather than equipping them to get ahead. The values that used to hold us all together
seem to be coming apart.

So tonight, we must forge a new social compact to meet the challenges of this time. As we enter
a new era, we need a new set of understandings, not just with government, but even more
important, with one another as Americans.

That's what I want to talk with you about tonight. I call it the New Covenant. But it's grounded in
a very, very old idea—that all Americans have not just a right, but a solid responsibility to rise as
far as their God-given talents and determination can take them; and to give something back to
their communities and their country in return. Opportunity and responsibility: They go hand in
hand. We can't have one without the other. And our national community can't hold together
without both.

Our New Covenant is a new set of understandings for how we can equip our people to meet the
challenges of a new economy, how we can change the way our government works to fit a
different time, and, above all, how we can repair the damaged bonds in our society and come
together behind our common purpose. We must have dramatic change in our economy, our
government and ourselves.

My fellow Americans, without regard to party, let us rise to the occasion. Let us put aside
partisanship and pettiness and pride. As we embark on this new course, let us put our country
first, remembering that regardless of party label, we are all Americans. And let the final test of
everything we do be a simple one: Is it good for the American people? . . . I think we all agree
that we have to change the way the government works. Let's make it smaller, less costly and
smaller—Ileaner, not meaner. . . .

The New Covenant approach to governing is as different from the old bureaucratic way as the
computer is from the manual typewriter. The old way of governing around here protected
organized interests. We should look out for the interests of ordinary people.

The old way divided us by interest, constituency or class. The New Covenant way should unite
us behind a common vision of what's best for our country. The old way dispensed services
through large, top-down, inflexible bureaucracies. The New Covenant way should shift these



resources and decision-making from bureaucrats to citizens, injecting choice and competition
and individual responsibility into national policy.

The old way of governing around here actually seemed to reward failure. The New Covenant
way should have built-in incentives to reward success. The old way was centralized here in
Washington.

The New Covenant way must take hold in the communities all across America. And we should
help them to do that.

Our job here is to expand opportunity, not bureaucracy; to empower people to make the most of
their own lives; and to enhance our security here at home and abroad. We must not ask
government to do what we should do for ourselves. We should rely on government as a partner
to help us to do more for ourselves and for each other.

I hope very much that as we debate these specific and exciting matters, we can go beyond the
sterile discussion between the illusion that there is somehow a program for every problem on the
one hand, and the other illusion that the government is a source of every problem we have. Our
job is to get rid of yesterday's government so that our own people can meet today's and
tomorrow's needs. And we ought to do it together. . . .

And we need to get government closer to the people its meant to serve. We need to help move
programs down to the point where states and communities and private citizens in the private
sector can do a better job. If they can do it, we ought to let them do it. We should get out of the
way and let them do what they can do better.

Taking power away from federal bureaucracies and giving it back to communities and
individuals is something everyone should be able to be for. It's time for Congress to stop passing
on to the states the cost of decisions we make here in Washington. . . .

But I think we should all remember, and almost all of us would agree, that government still has
important responsibilities. Our young people—we should think of this when we cut—our young
people hold our future in their hands. We still owe a debt to our veterans. And our senior citizens
have made us what we are.

Now, my budget cuts a lot. But it protects education, veterans, Social Security and Medicare—
and I hope you will do the same thing. You should, and I hope you will.

And when we give more flexibility to the states, let us remember that there are certain
fundamental national needs that should be addressed in every state, north and south, east and
west—immunization against childhood disease—school lunches in all our schools—Head Start,
medical care and nutrition for pregnant women and infants—medical care and nutrition for
pregnant women and infants. All these things—all these things are in the national interest.

I applaud your desire to get rid of costly and unnecessary regulations. But when we deregulate,
let's remember what national action in the national interest has given us: safer foods for our
families, safer toys for our children, safer nursing homes for our parents, safer cars and
highways, and safer workplaces, clean air and cleaner water. Do we need common sense and



fairness in our regulations? You bet we do. But we can have common sense and still provide for
safe drinking water. We can have fairness and still clean up toxic dumps, and we ought to do it.

Should we cut the deficit more? Well, of course, we should. Of course, we should. But we can
bring it down in a way that still protects our economic recovery and does not unduly punish
people who should not be punished, but instead should be helped.

I know many of you in this chamber support the balanced budget amendment. I certainly want to
balance the budget. Our administration has done more to bring the budget down and to save
money than any in a very, very long time.

If you believe passing this amendment is the right thing to do, then you have to be straight with
the American people. They have a right to know what you're going to cut—and how it's going to
affect them.

We should be doing things in the open around here. For example, everybody ought to know if
this proposal is going to endanger Social Security. I would oppose that, and I think most
Americans would.

Nothing is done more to undermine our sense of common responsibility than our failed welfare
system. This is one of the problems we have to face here in Washington in our New Covenant. It
rewards welfare over work. It undermines family values. It lets millions of parents get away
without paying their child support. It keeps a minority, but a significant minority of the people on
welfare trapped on it for a very long time. . . .

Last year I introduced the most sweeping welfare reform plan ever presented by an
administration. We have to make welfare what it was meant to be—a second chance, not a way
of life. We have to help those on welfare move to work as quickly as possible, to provide child
care and teach them skills if that's what they need for up to two years. And after that, there ought
to be a simple hard rule: anyone who can work must go to work. If a parent isn't paying child
support, they should be forced to pay.

We should suspend drivers' licenses, track them across state lines, make them work off what they
owe. That is what we should do. Governments do not raise children, people do. And the parents
must take responsibility for the children they bring into this world.

I want to work with you, with all of you, to pass welfare reform. But our goal must be to liberate
people and lift them up, from dependence to independence, from welfare to work, from mere
childbearing to responsible parenting. Our goal should not be to punish them because they
happen to be poor.

We should—we should require work and mutual responsibility. But we shouldn't cut people off
just because they're poor, they're young, or even because they're unmarried. We should promote
responsibility by requiring young mothers to live at home with their parents or in other
supervised settings, by requiring them to finish school. But we shouldn't put them and their
children out on the street. . . .



No one is more eager to end welfare—I may be the only president who has actually had the
opportunity to sit in a welfare office, who's actually spent hours and hours talking to people on
welfare. And I am telling you, people who are trapped on it know it doesn't work. They also want
to get off. So we can promote together education and work and good parenting. I have no
problem with punishing bad behavior or the refusal to be a worker or a student, or a responsible
parent. I just don't want to punish poverty and past mistakes. All of us have made our mistakes,
and none of us can change our yesterdays. But every one of us can change our tomorrows. . . .

We are a nation of immigrants. But we are also a nation of laws. It is wrong and ultimately self-
defeating for a nation of immigrants to permit the kind of abuse of our immigration laws we have
seen in recent years, and we must do more to stop it.

The most important job of our government in this new era is to empower the American people to
succeed in the global economy. America has always been a land of opportunity, a land where, if
you work hard, you can get ahead. We've become a great middle-class country. Middle-class
values sustain us. We must expand that middle class, and shrink the underclass, even as we do
everything we can to support the millions of Americans who are already successful in the new
economy. America is once again the world's strongest economic power, almost six million new
jobs in the last two years, exports booming, inflation down, high-wage jobs are coming back. A
record number of American entrepreneurs are living the American Dream. If we want it to stay
that way, those who work and lift our nation must have more of its benefits. . . .

Well, my fellow Americans, that's my agenda for America's future: Expanding opportunity, not
bureaucracy; enhancing security at home and abroad; empowering our people to make the most
of their own lives. It's ambitious and achievable, but it's not enough. We even need more than
new ideas for changing the world or equipping Americans to compete in the new economy; more
than a government that's smaller, smarter and wiser; more than all the changes we can make in
government and in the private sector from the outside in.

Our fortunes and our posterity also depend upon our ability to answer some questions from
within—from the values and voices that speak to our hearts as well as our heads; voices that tell
us we have to do more to accept responsibility for ourselves and our families, for our
communities, and, yes, for our fellow citizens.

We see our families and our communities all over this country coming apart. And we feel the
common ground shifting from under us. The PTA, the town hall meeting, the ball park—it's hard
for a lot of overworked parents to find the time and space for those things that strengthen the
bonds of trust and cooperation. Too many of our children don't even have parents and
grandparents who can give them those experiences that they need to build their own character
and their sense of identity. . . .

We all gain when we give, and we reap what we sow. That's at the heart of this New Covenant—
responsibility, opportunity and citizenship.More than stale chapters in some remote civics book;
they're still the virtue by which we can fulfill ourselves and reach our God-given potential and be
like them; and also to fulfill the eternal promise of this country—the enduring dream from that
first and most sacred covenant.



I believe every person in this country still believes that we are created equal, and given by our
Creator, the right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. This is a very, very great country.
And our best days are still to come. Thank you, and God bless you all.

1. Republican Newt Gingrich. (Return to text)
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