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George W. Bush, First Annual Message (2002)


The early months of the George W. Bush presidency focused on domestic politics and policy after a presidential election that ended in a virtual tie and bitter controversy. Whatever the Bush presidency might have been, it was transformed when terrorists hijacked civilian jetliners and flew them into the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York City and the Pentagon in Washington, D.C. on September 11, 2001. George W. Bush became a wartime president, and in subsequent months his administration defined what kind of war America was now fighting. His first State of the Union address was delivered in January 2002, just a few months after the September 11th attacks. By then, the United States had overthrown the Taliban regime in Afghanistan that had harbored the al-Qaida terrorist network that was responsible for the September 11th attacks, and the American military was continuing its hunt for terrorist leaders in Afghanistan and elsewhere. In his first State of the Union address, President Bush outlined a broader and longer war on terror. Disrupting the terrorist camps in Afghanistan would be only the first battle in a war of uncertain duration, and other nations were put on notice that the Taliban regime would not be the only state-sponsor of international terrorism that might find itself subject to American military reprisal.

As we gather tonight, our Nation is at war; our economy is in recession; and the civilized world faces unprecedented dangers. Yet, the state of our Union has never been stronger.
We last met in an hour of shock and suffering. In 4 short months, our Nation has comforted the victims, begun to rebuild New York and the Pentagon, rallied a great coalition, captured, arrested, and rid the world of thousands of terrorists, destroyed Afghanistan's terrorist training camps, saved a people from starvation, and freed a country from brutal oppression.
. . . .
What we have found in Afghanistan confirms that, far from ending there, our war against terror is only beginning. Most of the 19 men who hijacked planes on September the 11th were trained in Afghanistan's camps, and so were tens of thousands of others. Thousands of dangerous killers, schooled in the methods of murder, often supported by outlaw regimes, are now spread throughout the world like ticking timebombs, set to go off without warning.
. . . .
Our Nation will continue to be steadfast and patient and persistent in the pursuit of two great objectives. First, we will shut down terrorist camps, disrupt terrorist plans, and bring terrorists to justice. And second, we must prevent the terrorists and regimes who seek chemical, biological, or nuclear weapons from threatening the United States and the world.
. . . .
North Korea is a regime arming with missiles and weapons of mass destruction, while starving its citizens.
Iran aggressively pursues these weapons and exports terror, while an unelected few repress the Iranian people's hope for freedom.
Iraq continues to flaunt its hostility toward America and to support terror. The Iraqi regime has plotted to develop anthrax and nerve gas and nuclear weapons for over a decade. This is a regime that has already used poison gas to murder thousands of its own citizens, leaving the bodies of mothers huddled over their dead children. This is a regime that agreed to international inspections, then kicked out the inspectors. This is a regime that has something to hide from the civilized world.
States like these and their terrorist allies constitute an axis of evil, arming to threaten the peace of the world. By seeking weapons of mass destruction, these regimes pose a grave and growing danger. They could provide these arms to terrorists, giving them the means to match their hatred. They could attack our allies or attempt to blackmail the United States. In any of these cases, the price of indifference would be catastrophic.
. . . .
We'll be deliberate; yet, time is not on our side. I will not wait on events while dangers gather. I will not stand by as peril draws closer and closer. The United States of America will not permit the world's most dangerous regimes to threaten us with the world's most destructive weapons.
Our war on terror is well begun, but it is only begun. This campaign may not be finished on our watch; yet, it must be and it will be waged on our watch. We can't stop short. If we stop now, leaving terror camps intact and terrorist states unchecked, our sense of security would be false and temporary. History has called America and our allies to action, and it is both our responsibility and our privilege to fight freedom's fight.
. . . .
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