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This is the conclusion of the thesis that I wrote to earn my second Masters, in Political 
Science, from the University of Missouri–Kansas City in June 2014. The complete text of 
“COLLATERAL DAMAGE: Anti-Communism & U.S. Cultural Policy” can be accessed at 
http://tinyurl.com/zen3clc. 
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The First Lady’s Rendition of Cultural Policy 
  

As we close the book on anti-communism’s impact — its damage to U.S. culture — it’s 
time to make good on my promised at the start: that statement Michelle Obama made to formally 
introduce the President as a candidate for re-election in the Democratic national convention in 
2012. After a couple of extra viewings with friends who’d missed it live, I realized that the First 
Lady’s speech could be read as a statement of cultural policy. Simple, direct language like this 
can and must be used to convey an integrative, more fully inclusive vision in U.S. cultural 
policy. 
 

“[H]ow blessed we are to live in the greatest nation on Earth!” the First Lady began. 
Speaking of her own and her husband’s experience, she described public service as “an honor 
and a privilege” that  

 
reveals who you are. … [A]t the end of the day, when it comes 
time to make that decision, … all you have to guide you are your 
values and your vision, and the life experiences that make you who 
you are.  

She proceeded to assert that protecting and promoting healthy families is central to the cultural 
vitality of the nation, because our values are rooted there. She drew upon her own and the 
President’s family heritage to identify its deeper values and aspirations, describing these as 
common to all American families: 
 

[F]amilies who didn’t have much in the way of money or material 
possessions but … something far more valuable — their 
unconditional love, their unflinching personal sacrifice, and the 
chance to go places they had never imagined for themselves. … 

…American families … weren’t asking for much. They didn’t 
begrudge anyone else’s success or care that others had much more 
than they did — in fact, they admired it. They simply believed in 
that fundamental American promise that, even if you don’t start 
out with much, if you work hard and do what you’re supposed to 
do, you should be able to build a decent life for yourself and an 
even better life for your kids and grandkids. … 
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[We value] dignity and decency — that how hard you work 
matters more than how much you make; helping others means 
more than just getting ahead yourself. [We value] honesty and 
integrity — … the truth matters — … you don’t take shortcuts or 
play by your own set of rules; and success doesn’t count unless 
you earn it fair and square. [We value] gratitude and humility — 
… so many people had a hand in our success, … [a]nd we … value 
everyone’s contribution and treat everyone with respect. … That’s 
who we are [as a people]. … 

[I]n the end, more than anything else, this is the story of this 
country — the story of unwavering hope grounded in unyielding 
struggle. That is what has made … so many other American stories 
possible. … If farmers and blacksmiths could win independence 
from an empire; if immigrants could leave behind everything they 
knew for a better life on our shores; if women could be dragged to 
jail for seeking the vote; if a generation to defeat a depression and 
define greatness for all time; if a young preacher could lift us to the 
mountaintop with his righteous dream; and if proud Americans can 
be who they are and boldly stand at the altar with who[m] they 
love. Then surely, surely we can give everyone in this country a 
fair chance at that great American Dream. … [T]hat is the story of 
this country — the story of unwavering hope grounded in 
unyielding struggle. … 

[I]f we want to give all [our sons and daughters] a foundation for 
their dreams and opportunities worthy of their promise, that sense 
of limitless possibility — that belief that here in America, there is 
always something better out there if you’re willing to work for it 
— then we must work like never before.  

… [W]e must come together and stand together … [in] trust to 
keep moving this great country forward … with patience and 
wisdom, and courage and grace, recognizing that change is hard 
and slow, and it never happens all at once, but that we will 
eventually get there. We always do, because of men and women 
who said to themselves, “I may not have a chance to fulfill my 
dreams, but maybe my children will, maybe my grandchildren 
will.” We stand as the beneficiaries of their sacrifice, and longing, 
and steadfast love, as they swallowed their fears and doubts and 
did what was hard. 

When the challenges we face start to seem overwhelming — or 
even impossible — we will never forget that doing the impossible 
is the history of this nation. It is who we are as Americans. It is 
how this country was built. Just as our parents and grandparents 
toiled and struggled for us, we will keep on sacrificing and 
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building for our own kids and grandkids. Just as so many brave 
men and women have sacrificed their lives for our most 
fundamental rights, we promise, each and all, to do our part as 
citizens of this great democracy to exercise those rights. 

[We who are its beneficiaries] know the American Dream because 
we’ve lived it.  We want everyone in this country -—everyone — 
to have that same opportunity, no matter who we are, or where 
we’re from, or what we look like, or whom we love.1 

 Without using “policy language” — in fact, speaking so directly and simply, and 
apparently from the heart — Michelle Obama moved every delegate caught by TV cameras to 
tears of patriotic pride and joy. She evoked deep connections with my own sense of what the 
American people would really stand for, could we clear the smoke from our political battlefield 
and focus back on what unites us, rather than what worsens our divisions.  
 

First Lady Obama’s speech reminds us that it is possible to describe ourselves as the 
people we are, to state our aspirations and values — the basis of our national consensus, 
maximizing freedom while improving our ability to use government as our primary tool toward 
democracy. Declaring our cultural policy — and revisiting and refining it progressively for 
decades to come — is essential to our making a start. 
 

                                                
1 Remarks by the First Lady at the Democratic National Convention, Time Warner Cable Arena, 
Charlotte, North Carolina, September 4, 2012 Accessed at http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-
office/2012/09/05/remarks-first-lady-democratic-national-convention (18 November 2013). 


