"A New Beginning": President Obama's Speech in Cairo
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	President Barack Obama's speech, titled "A New Beginning," delivered at Cairo University on June 4, 2009, marked a pivotal moment in diplomatic relations between the United States and the Muslim world. In this address, Obama sought to redefine the relationship, emphasizing mutual respect and understanding between the Islamic world and the West. The speech was a manifestation of a promise made during Obama's 2008 presidential campaign to address Muslims from a Muslim capital within the early months of his presidency. During his 2008 campaign, President Obama made a commitment to give a major address to Muslims from a Muslim capital in his first few months as president. This promise underscored his intention to bridge the gap between the United States and the Muslim world, addressing the strained relations that had developed during the preceding administration. ¹
Background 
	Before the speech, there was speculation regarding its content and focus. White House advisors indicated that Obama would not shy away from addressing "tough issues" during the speech at the University of Cairo (My Sinchew.com, 2009). The anticipation surrounded the topics that Obama would address, particularly concerning the Middle East peace process and the damaged relations with the Muslim world. ²
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	In April and May 2009, President Obama engaged in diplomatic meetings with key Middle Eastern leaders, including King Abdullah II of Jordan, Israeli Prime Minister Benyamin Netanyahu, and President of the Palestinian National Authority Mahmoud Abbas. These interactions aimed to elaborate on a peace plan for the Middle East, although few details were initially disclosed. ³
¹ Briefing by White House Press Secretary Robert Gibbs’ 2009.
² ‘My Sinchew.com. "Obama Speech to Offer Personal Commitment to Muslims."’ 2009.
³ ‘Obama Embarks on Maiden Visit to the Middle East’ 2009

	The choice of Egypt as the venue for the speech was influenced by the desire to mend relations with the Muslim world, which were perceived to be severely damaged during the presidency of George W. Bush. The speech was strategically positioned to address historical tensions and set the stage for a new chapter in U.S.-Muslim relations. ⁴
Context and Preparation
	Before delivering the "A New Beginning" speech, President Obama undertook significant outreach efforts to the Muslim world. He aimed to set a positive tone and build bridges between the United States and Muslim-majority nations. This outreach included granting his first interview to Al Arabiya, an Arab cable TV network, and releasing a New Year's video message to the people and government of Iran. ⁵ 
	In the months leading up to the speech, President Obama held crucial meetings with key leaders in the Middle East. He engaged in discussions with King Abdullah II of Jordan, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, and President of the Palestinian National Authority Mahmoud Abbas. These meetings focused on elaborating a peace plan for the Middle East, addressing the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and expressing support for the creation of a Palestinian state. ⁶ 
	President Obama, after taking office, expressed clear support for the creation of a Palestinian state. He announced his intention to engage in negotiations with Iran and opposed Israeli settlements, emphasizing the need to revive peace talks. In an interview with Al Arabiya, he declared, "my job to the Muslim world is to communicate that the Americans are not your enemy." Additionally, he identified key issues, such as violent extremism and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, as focal points for discussion and partnership. ⁷ 
Selection of Egypt and Cairo University
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	The choice of Egypt as the venue for the speech held strategic significance. White House Press Secretary Robert Gibbs highlighted that Egypt was selected because it represented "the heart of the Arab world" and played a vital role in the Middle East peace process. Egypt's geopolitical importance and its historical and cultural ties to the Arab world made it a fitting location for a speech aimed at improving U.S. relations with the Muslim world. ⁸
⁴ ‘Obama to Reach Out to Muslims in Egypt Speech’ 2009.
⁵ Bobby Gosh. 2009.‘Behind Obama's Speech to the Muslim World’.
⁶ ‘The President and King Abdullah on Peace in the Middle East’ 2009.
⁷ Phillips Macon. 2009. President to Muslim World: "Americans are not your enemy".
⁸ Ross Colvin. 2009. Obama to reach out to Muslims in Egypt speech. Reuters.  

	Before Egypt was officially announced as the venue, there was widespread speculation about alternative locations. Jakarta, Rabat, Amman, Cairo, and Istanbul were among the considered options. The media engaged in discussions about the potential impact of choosing each location and the message it would convey to the Muslim world. Despite some skepticism and criticism from figures like Mohammed Habib, the deputy leader of the Muslim Brotherhood, Obama's administration insisted that at least 10 members of the Muslim Brotherhood be allowed to attend the Cairo speech. This insistence underscored Obama's commitment to inclusivity and engaging a diverse range of voices from the Muslim world. ⁵
Obama's Tour and Pre-Speech Events
	Before delivering the historic "A New Beginning" speech in Cairo, President Obama engaged in significant activities to set the stage for his address. His diplomatic efforts included talks with Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak and a visit to the Sultan Hassan Mosque. In preparation for the speech, President Obama held talks with Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak at Koubbeh Palace on June 4, 2009, just before delivering the address at Cairo University. During these talks, the leaders discussed the complex situation between Israel and the Palestinians, expressing a commitment to finding constructive ways to achieve peace and prosperity for the entire region. The President's engagement with Egyptian leaders and cultural sites aimed to create a conducive atmosphere for the impactful speech that followed. ⁹
The Speech
	President Obama's speech in Cairo on June 4, 2009, titled "A New Beginning," addressed a multitude of key points, reflecting his vision for improved relations between the Islamic world and the West. The speech covered various crucial aspects:
1. Call for Improved Relations: President Obama emphasized the need for enhanced mutual understanding and relations between the Islamic world and the West. The overarching theme was a commitment to a new era based on mutual interest and mutual respect.
2. Confronting Violent Extremism: Recognizing the global challenge of violent extremism, Obama called for joint efforts to confront and address this menace.
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3. Addressing the Israeli/Palestinian Dispute: The President reaffirmed America's alliance with Israel but acknowledged the intolerable statelessness of the Palestinians. He
⁵ ‘Behind Obama's Speech to the Muslim World’ 2009.
⁹ ‘Obama, Mubarak Hold Talks in Cairo’, Voice of America, p.

 recognized their legitimate aspirations for statehood and dignity, positioning both narratives on equal footing.
4. Mention of Various Issues: The speech covered a spectrum of issues, including nuclear weapons, democracy, religious freedom, rights of women, and economic development. Obama's address outlined his views on these topics, reflecting a comprehensive approach to addressing the complex challenges in the region.
	President Obama's speech was a pivotal moment in international diplomacy, reflecting his commitment to fostering understanding and cooperation between different cultures and nations. ¹⁰
Reaction
	Before President Obama's historic speech in Cairo, Al-Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden strongly criticized Obama's foreign policy in the Middle East. In a video released on June 3, 2009, just a day before the speech, bin Laden accused Obama of following the steps of his predecessor in antagonizing Muslims, laying the foundation for long wars, and sowing new seeds of hatred against America. Additionally, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, the Supreme Leader of Iran, delivered a speech on June 4, 2009, just hours before Obama's address. Khamenei commented on the pending U.S. President's speech, stating that the nations of the Middle East deeply hate America and that sweet and beautiful speeches would not create change; action was needed. ¹¹
	International figures also weighed in on Obama's speech. Javier Solana, the European Union Common Foreign and Security Policy chief, praised the speech as remarkable, foreseeing it opening a new chapter in U.S.-Muslim world relations. United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon spoke of the speech as the opening of a new chapter in relations between the United States and the Islamic world. The Vatican welcomed the speech, stating that it went beyond political formulas, emphasizing concrete common interests in the name of a common humanity. ¹²
	Opinions within the Muslim world and among Arab commentators varied in response to Obama's speech. While many in the Arab press welcomed the speech, hoping it would lay the groundwork for concrete action, some critics expressed skepticism. Rami Khouri, the editor of The Daily Star, referred to the speech as rhetoric and criticized Obama for praising human rights while meeting with leaders who suppress those rights. Arab commentators highlighted the
¹⁰ ‘Addressing Muslim World, Obama Pushes Mideast Peace’. 2009. The New York Times, p.
¹¹ Robert Spencer ‘Barack Obama's Speech in Cairo a Week On: What's the Verdict?’. 2009. The Telegraph, p.
¹² 2009. San Francisco Chronicle, p.

absence of the words "terrorism" or "terror" in Obama's speech, which was positively interpreted by some in the Muslim street. ¹³
Political Effects and Legacy
	President Obama's "A New Beginning" speech had a discernible impact on political events, notably the Lebanese general election that followed. The speech, emphasizing mutual understanding and peace in the Middle East, contributed to a perceived shift in sentiments. Three days after the speech, there was a notable strengthening of the pro-Western coalition in the Lebanese general election, resulting in a setback for Hezbollah. While various factors influenced the election, foreign policy analysts acknowledged the potential role of Obama's speech in shaping reformist public opinion during this critical period. ¹¹
	Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's response to Obama's speech was a crucial aspect of its aftermath. Netanyahu called a special government meeting immediately after the address, underlining the resonance of Obama's words in Jerusalem's corridors. Later, in a speech at Bar-Ilan University, Netanyahu, for the first time, endorsed a two-state solution for Israelis and Palestinians. This was widely perceived as a response to Obama's call for peace and a recognition of the Palestinian state's legitimacy. The developments signaled a complex and evolving dialogue between the United States and Israel regarding the Middle East peace process. ¹⁴
	President Obama delivered follow-up speeches building on the themes of the Cairo address. On November 9, 2010, at the University of Indonesia, he reiterated the importance of forging common ground and pursuing progress. Another follow-up speech in 2011, in the wake of the Arab Spring uprisings, aimed to enhance U.S.-Muslim world relations. While praised for opening a new chapter, expectations rose for concrete policies and actions to realize the administration's rhetoric. ¹⁵
	The legacy of Obama's "A New Beginning" speech is multifaceted. The address symbolized a shift in U.S. foreign policy, aiming for improved relations with the Muslim world. While praised for its positive impact, critics argued that the rhetoric needed to translate into concrete policies. The speech's lasting impact remains evident in subsequent diplomatic endeavors and the continued dialogue surrounding U.S.-Muslim world relations. ¹⁶
¹³ ‘Obama's Speech in Indonesia’. 2010. BBC News, p.
¹¹ ‘Barack Obama's Speech in Cairo a Week On: What's the Verdict?’. 2009. The Telegraph, p.
¹⁴ ‘PM Netanyahu's Speech at Bar-ilan University’. 2009. Bar-ilan University, p.
¹⁵ John Esposito. 2011. ‘Obama's Speech: A Good Start, but ... Foreign Policy’. 
¹⁶ ‘Obama: The College Years’. 2016. The Atlantic, p.
Conclusion 
	In conclusion, President Barack Obama's "A New Beginning" speech in Cairo on June 4, 2009, stands as a watershed moment in international diplomacy, signifying a genuine effort to reshape the relationship between the United States and the Muslim world. Addressing a wide array of critical issues, from geopolitical conflicts to fundamental human rights, Obama sought to bridge the gap between cultures and foster collaboration. The speech's global reception, characterized by both praise and critique, underscores the intricate dynamics of Western-Muslim relations. Positive responses from leaders like Mahmoud Abbas and Ehud Barak, coupled with observable impacts on subsequent events such as the Lebanese election, highlight the speech's far-reaching consequences. Obama's commitment to ongoing dialogue and engagement, evident in follow-up addresses, underscores the enduring significance of the Cairo speech in fostering understanding and cooperation on the international stage.
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