
This Day in History…  September 2, 1901

“Speak Softly and Carry a Big Stick”
On September 2, 1901, Vice President Theodore Roosevelt used a phrase at 

the Minnesota State Fair that would become closely associated with his presidency: 
“Speak softly and carry a big stick; you will go far.” The address, delivered less 
than two weeks before he entered the White House, outlined his belief that national 
power should support restrained but firm diplomacy.

Roosevelt had used the phrase before in a private letter. On January 26, 1900, 
while serving as governor of New York, he wrote to Henry L. Sprague after the 
New York Republican Committee withdrew its support from a corrupt official. “I 
have always been fond of the West African proverb, ‘Speak softly and carry a big 
stick; you will go far,’” he wrote.

This is the earliest known instance of Roosevelt using the saying. He attributed 
it to a West African proverb, but historians have not found a documented source 
for that attribution. Its origin therefore remains uncertain.

By September 1901, Roosevelt was vice president under President William 
McKinley. At the Minnesota State Fair in Minneapolis, he used the phrase in a 
speech later published as “National Duties.” He argued that the United States 
should avoid empty threats, boastfulness, and disrespect toward other nations. But 
he also insisted that the country must have the strength to support its words.

Roosevelt said: “Right here let me make as vigorous a plea as I know how in 
favor of saying nothing that we do not mean, and of acting without hesitation up 
to whatever we say. A good many of you are probably acquainted with the old 

proverb, ‘Speak softly and carry a big stick—you will go far.’”
He continued that neither gentleness nor force was sufficient by itself. A nation, 

he argued, should speak “courteously and respectfully” to foreign powers while 
making clear that it would defend its rights. The speech also included language 
about “civilization” and “barbarism” that reflected the paternalistic and imperial 
assumptions common in American foreign-policy arguments of the era.

Four days later, on September 6, anarchist Leon Czolgosz shot McKinley at the 
Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo, New York. McKinley died eight days later, 
on September 14. Roosevelt then took the oath of office and became the nation’s 
26th president at age 42, the youngest person to assume the presidency.

The phrase became shorthand for what later came to 
be called “big stick” diplomacy. Roosevelt applied a more 
forceful version of this outlook in foreign affairs, particularly in the Caribbean 
and Central America. His administration helped secure US control of the 
Panama Canal Zone after Panama’s separation from Colombia. He also 
issued the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, asserting a US right 
to intervene in parts of Latin America to prevent European involvement. 
Those policies expanded American influence 
but also drew lasting criticism for their 
treatment of smaller nations.

Roosevelt’s record was not limited to 
foreign policy. He intervened in the 1902 

anthracite coal strike, helping bring both mine operators and union 
representatives into negotiations. In 1905, he helped arrange talks that 
ended the Russo-Japanese War. For that mediation, he received the 
1906 Nobel Peace Prize, becoming the first American to win the award.
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