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BY BRIAN M. SOBEL

i

Thoughts on speech writing from John F. Kennedy’s collaborator.

HE SPOKEN AND WRITTEN
political eloquence of John
Fitzgerald Kennedy, the 35th .
president of the United States /7

Torn FFenviedhy g o 1S instructive for any connoisseur of oratory.

First and foremost, Sorensen believes that
i+ 1,7  the key to a successful speech is based “on
X 3 the merit of the substance that is presented
(RGi1T6 ) i perliaps with: = = to the listener.” In other words, the speech

out peer in the 20th century. The skilled Speecnes, becouse the must have something to say. As Sorensen
orat.or, . ?ena.tor sk th'en e qugest . ) ) explains, “If you are talking about a speech
president n lns.i:gry,. i ll.nbued tth m?' decision as 10 What  gelivered by a president, a governor, a cor-
ural rhe.tc?rlcal gifts, mclu.dmg al? extraordi- porate executive to a company gathering or
n.ary ab.lhty SO CEIIRICH l.ns thoughts Subject wratt £, yhot whatever, then the speech must have sub-
¥ B o Ko il CH e A stance. A great policy, for instance, has the
e boticy, whet gdleciziors  potential to be a great speech, but a weak

In no small measure, however, Kennedy - / or illogical policy speech, no matter how

was greatly assisted in his speechwriting by #  beautifully it may be worded, will not

/o
conyey, Were nis,

Theodore Sorensen, an assistant to then- e stand the test of Gime.”
« .
Senator Kennedy and later Special Counsel Sorensen is quick to point out, howev-
to Presid now a senior partner of a New THEUDOVE SORESEL . ;
? ”es ent O, i i er, that not every speech requires a major
York law firm. To those who study such subject to succeed. “Some of the truly great
things, while Kenn necessarily an I- ' :
rectﬁr,recei\ere;ecreilc:f fofelji; m}e;nc?rzfl(:le SEes et X i
/l oo it e S} in nature,” Sorensen remarks. “But, it
speeches, it is a rue that h
P e ik Sl;)l ided b € really does come down to the content
was immeasurably aide / : :
- Sl Y » = of the speech meeting the impor-

Ted Sorensen, whose facile
mind and writing skills cer-
tainly helped shape the words
spoken so eloquently by JFK.

tance of the event.”

Nearly every person interested in
speechwriting has read or heard
the words of JFK. The memorable
nature of his speeches was born of
the president’s interest in setting
his ideas apart from others. In
doing so, Kennedy, like Sorensen,

A look at the creative process of

speechwriting during the Kennedy [ SRS RS
era, primarily a collaboration of :
ability, skill and friendship be-
tween the president and Sorensen,
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understood that the craft of speech-
writing suffers from too many individ-
uals having input on a particular speech. He therefore kept
the list of those who could make changes to a minimum.
“One person should be the primary author of a
speech,” says Sorensen. “In the case of John Kennedy, I
maintain with no phony humility whatsoever, that John
F. Kennedy was the author of all his speeches, because
the decision as to what subject matter, what policy, what
decisions to convey, were his. Just because he was too
busy to put all the words together does not mean he
wasn't the author of those speeches in every real sense of

the word. Remember, too, that he
was the one who took the blame or
credit for whatever was in the speech.

“But one person should have the responsibility for the
basic drafting and crafting of the speech, even for a presi-
dent. He can ask others for input, but he has to make the
decision about how the input is tied in and worded. He
also can ask others to take a look at the draft speech, and
allow for suggestions, revisions, additions and deletions,
but he has to be the one who crafts the revisions if they
are to be consistent with the speech as a whole. Group
authorship is a recipe for poor speeches.”
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TED SORENSEN’S

Speechwriting Tips

m A successful speech is based “on the merit of the substance that is presented to the

listener.”

m Not every speech requires a major subject to succeed. A humorous speech, for exam-

ple, may not need an over-arching theme.

m One person should be the primary author of a speech. “Group authorship is a recipe

for poor speeches.”
Speakers must develop a style they find comfortable.
Keep a speech 20 to 30 minutes in length.

words to a minimum.

m Speak to your audience in a tone and style that effectively conveys your message.

DEVELOPING A STYLE

The grand themes and construction of Kennedy’s speech-
es, while memorable, did not result from Sorensen or
Kennedy trying to emulate Abraham Lincoln or others (as
has been suggested by some). However, Kennedy did ask
Sorensen to study the secret of the Gettysburg Address
before the first draft of Kennedy’s inaugural. Sorensen’s
conclusion: Lincoln never used a two- or three-syllable
word where a one-syllable word would do, and he never
used two or three words where one would do.

As for any particular speechwriting skills either
Sorensen or Kennedy may have had, Sorensen says, “The
fact is, neither of us had any special training in this regard.
For instance, my background included having been a
member of the debate team in high school and college, so
I worked on effective opening statements and so forth. I
also competed in oratorical contests in school and was edi-
tor of the Nebraska Law Review. The combination of my
experiences and my close association with the president
made it much easier for me to write for him. I worked with
John E Kennedy for 11 years, and between 1956 and 1960
we traveled to every state in the union and I heard him
hundreds and hundreds of times, so his style evolved.”

When writing speeches for someone else, Sorensen rec-
ommends the writer have almost unlimited access to the
person who will deliver the words. “These days, too often,
presidents and corporate executives and others have
speechwriting departments,” he says. “They have some-
body who is a professional wordsmith who usually sits in
another building or at least in a distant office and gets a call
saying, ‘We need a speech on X or Y.’ In the case of John E.
Kennedy, I was Counsel to the President of the United
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Write a speech for how it sounds to the ear, not how it appears to the eye.

Keep the use of slang, contractions, foreign words, clichés, or overused phrases and

List goals and accomélishments in a numbered and logical sequence.

States, and participated in
major decisions on civil rights,
going to the moon, the Cuban
Missile Crisis and other topics.
Therefore, it was not difficult
for me to go down to my office,
which was only a few steps
from his office, and reflect on
paper the decisions I had just
heard him make and the rea-
sons he made them. I could
never sit in some speechwriting
department and do the person
full justice.”

Each person also must
develop a style they find com-
fortable. In the case of Ken-
nedy and Sorensen, certain
principles were applied to
every speech. “The speech was
never more than 30 minutes
in length, usually with a
series of points or proposi-
tions in numbered or logical
sequence, with the content explained using short claus-
es and short words, whenever possible,” explains
Sorensen. “John F. Kennedy also used very little slang,
contractions, clichés or words he considered hackneyed.
The text was written, not for how it appeared to the eye,
but how it sounded to the ear. At times key words would
rhyme, and while John Kennedy was fond of alliterative
sentences, they were used only to reinforce the audi-
ence’s recollection of his reasoning.”

“As a general rule,” remarks Sorensen, “to be effective
as a speechwriter or one who gives speeches, I believe one

‘must stay true to one’s character and views, but also use a

style that fits a comfortable pattern. The use of phrases,
techniques, employing long or short words, foreign words
or whatever, needs to be considered to make sure the
most effective style emerges.”

KEEPING THE AUDIENCE IN MIND

Audience expectations merit special attention during the
speech-crafting process. Often a speech misses its mark
because the audience and their needs are not fully con-
sidered. While a presidential speech typically will differ
from speeches given by other people, Sorensen believes at
least one point is well worth highlighting: Since audience
members may have different points of view on the subject
at hand, writing with that in mind will make a speech
more effective.

On the subject of audiences Sorensen adds, “Partic-
ularly for the U.S. president, but for others as well, you
must keep in mind that oftentimes very diverse audiences
are going to be listening to, reading or hearing a speech.
While high-level government officials might attend the



speech, there also will be those who are listening on the
radio, watching on television or reading it in the press.
That includes not just Democrats and Republicans, not
just Americans and foreigners, not just friends, but also
adversaries. So it has to be worded with all of those audi-
ences in mind.”

THE COMMAND PERFORMANCE

Not very often is a speaker required to make what one
might call “the speech of a lifetime.” However, experienced
speakers will make many important speeches over the
course of their careers. Consider how Sorensen views the
[naugural Address of John F. Kennedy, delivered on January
20, 1961: “You look at inaugurals over the years and some
of them are not much more than beautiful words or an
attempt to be a string of beautiful words. An inaugural
should be a speech where the new president describes the
future as he sees it, setting the agenda in terms of the broad
principles that will characterize his administration.

“In the case of Kennedy’s inaugural, it was an extreme-
ly important speech for a president who was regarded as
too young, who had won by less than two-tenths of 1 per-
cent of the popular vote, who was facing a skeptical
Congress, skeptical public press, even skeptical world
leaders, many of them older than he was. It was the first
speech that he ever gave that was going to get that kind
of attention, so it had to be his best effort both in terms
of wording and in terms of substance.”

Approaching each speech as an important event should
give anyone cause to remember the old adage, “you have
only one chance to make a good first impression.”

SHARING THE GLORY

Every speech is an opportunity to list goals and accom-
plishments, to give credit to others. When writing a speech
for a president, a speech writer is unlikely to be remembered
for helping to craft the great lines that emerge for history to
repeat except in the case of Ted Sorensen. Sorensen has long
been credited with helping to craft the inspiring lines John
F. Kennedy delivered to an eager nation.

Over the years, Ted Sorensen has been asked if he
authored such lines as, “The torch has been passed to a new
generation of Americans” or, “We shall pay any price, bear
any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose
any foe” and the classic, “Now the trumpet summons us
again.” However, the one line he is most often asked if he
wrote is the memorable, “Ask not what your country can do
for you, but what you can do for your country.” His answer?
“‘Ask not,” is my standard joke in response to that inquiry.
[ go on to say, however, the author of those lines is John E
Kennedy, but the person who helped him on the speech
was, obviously, me.”

Brian M. Sobel owns a media consulting company, Sobel
Communications Group of Petaluma, California, and is
the author of two books and numerous articles.
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luterpersonal Communication and Special Occasion Speeches. recent additions to the advanced manual
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Program is designed o provide you with the necessary skills and experience 1o meer specific challenges.,
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