
 
 

‘Collective Strength’, by Neil Kinnock 
 
The Speech 

 
 Watch the speech, delivered by Ashley Walters. 

 
https://www.speech.almeida.co.uk/speech/collective-strength 

 
Duration: 7 minutes 

 
 Discuss students’ initial responses. 

 
 
Context 
 
Neil Kinnock was Leader of the Labour Party from 1983 – 1992. He led two unsuccessful general election campaigns 
against the Conservatives during his time as Leader, one in 1987 and the second in 1992. Following Labour’s defeat 
in 1992 Kinnock resigned from his position as Party Leader but remained as a Member of Parliament until 1995.  
 
British society in the 1980s was transformed by Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative Government. Thatcher was an 
advocate for individualism and free market economics and those opposing her policies highlight the eradication of 
trade unions, rises in unemployment, poverty and house prices during the 1980s as just some of the negative 
outcomes of her Premiership. 
 
This speech was delivered at the Welsh Labour Party Conference on 15 May 1987. It marked a shift in focus for 
Kinnock as he began to reform Labour’s policies in the hope of gaining office in the next election. 
 

➢ Find out what students already know about the 1980s? Can they think of any comparisons with our times? 
 
 
Content 
 

➢ Watch the speech again. 
 

➢ Assign students one of the following cards to respond to. 
 

➢ Lead a group discussion drawing on the students’ responses. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.speech.almeida.co.uk/speech/collective-strength


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Language and Structure 
 

➢ Ask students to read a copy of the speech and explore the rhetorical devices used. A transcript of the speech 
is included at the end of this document. 
 

➢ This exercise encourages students to identify features of rhetorical language, and more importantly to 
comment on their effect. 

 

➢ Provide students with the chart below. This exercise could be done individually with each student 
completing the full table or by splitting the class in to groups and allocating three lines of the table to each 
group and asking them to feedback on one. 
 

 

 

 

 

Follow the stages in this argument. Give each 
stage a title and jot down key words in each 
stage. 
 

 How do you feel as an audience: guilty, 
ready to make a change, sceptical or 
other? 
 

 Does he completely shift point, build on 
previous points or return to the same 
idea? Evaluate how effective the 
argument is. 

 

How does he present the country? 
 
 
 

 Is it broken and in need of mending? 
 

 Does it have great potential? 
 

 Is it at a crossroads with two or more 
choices (if so, outline what those 
choices are)? 

 

Does he present two contrasting ideas?  

 

 To what extent does he suggest hope 

and/or despair?  

 Which features of the UK are criticised 

and which are praised? 

 Are the successes and failures of society 

delivered in equal measure or does one 

predominate?  

 Is change a matter of common sense or 

ethics or other? 

What is the tone of the speech?  
 

 Does the speaker engage mostly with 

our emotions or logic?  

 Is he calm and gentle, passionate, 

frustrated or even angry?  

 To what extent does the emotional 

register vary throughout the speech? 

(Try illustrating this in the form of a 

graph.) 

 Do you feel despairing, hopeful or other 

as an audience? 



 
 

 

Language/ Structural Device Example Effect 

Themes and Key Words   

Auditory effects – e.g. 
alliteration and assonance 

  

Types of repetition - e.g. a single 
word or a phrase or an idea  

  

Rhetorical pauses, rhetorical 
questions, exclamations 

  

Ethos – a demonstration of the 
speaker’s credibility or strength 
of character 

 
 

 

Pathos – the emotional appeal 
of the speech 

 
 

 

Logos – appealing to the 
audience with reason and using 
facts and figures 

 
 

 

Counter argument 
 
 

  

Contrasts 
 
 

  

Anecdotes 
 
 

  

Pronouns and modes of 
addressing audience 
 

  

Expert language and statistics   

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
Discussion 
 

 Watch the discussion between Ashley Walters and students from St Mary Magdalene Academy, Islington. 
 

Duration: 4 minutes 17 seconds 
 

https://www.speech.almeida.co.uk/reaction/collective-strength  
 

 Assign each of your students to one of the following students from the discussion: 
 

 Daniel 

 Patrick 

 Shamoiya 

 Ashley 

 Maud 

 Joel 

 Maroua 

 Blake 
 

 Ask your students to listen to their students’ comments in particular.  
 

 Ask them to write a response to their students’ points. Either developing them by giving more examples, or 
refuting them by drawing contrasting examples. They may agree with some of their points and refute others. 

 
 

Extension Task 
 

 Ask students to produce a written response to Neil Kinnock’s speech addressing the following question: 
 
To what extent do you feel that the issues Kinnock addresses resonate in our times? 
 
Guide them to draw on the following points: 
 

 The need for collective coordinated action 

 The unemployed young 

 Home ownership 

 Waiting times on the NHS 

 Austerity 

 

  

https://www.speech.almeida.co.uk/reaction/collective-strength


 
Useful Links 

Websites 

A Thousand Generations – background information on Neil Kinnock  

A guide to Thatcherism – BBC News 

How Britain changed under Margaret Thatcher – The Guardian 

Remembering the 80s – The Independent  

https://www.speech.almeida.co.uk/thousand-generations
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-22079683
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/datablog/2013/apr/08/britain-changed-margaret-thatcher-charts
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/this-britain/remembering-the-80s-6101125.html


 
 

COLLECTIVE STRENGTH 
Neil Kinnock | 15 May 1987 

  
This is an edited version of Neil Kinnock's speech to the Welsh Labour Party conference in Llandudno, in his first 
election as leader of the Labour Party. 
  
We are democratic socialists. We care all the time. We don't think it's a soft sentiment, we don't think it's 'wet'. 
We think that care is the essence of strength. 
 
And we believe that because we know that strength without care is savage and brutal and selfish. 
Strength with care is compassion - the practical action that is needed to help people lift themselves to their full 
stature. 
 
That's real care – it is not soft or weak. It is tough and strong. But where do we get that strength to provide that 
care? 
 
Do we wait for some stroke of good fortune, some benign giant, some socially conscious Samson to come along and 
pick up the wretched of the earth? 
 
Of course we don't. 
 
We cooperate, we collect together, we coordinate so that everyone can contribute and everyone can benefit, 
everyone has responsibilities everyone has rights. That is how we put care into action. That is how we make the 
weak strong, that is how we lift the needy, that is how we make the sick whole, that is how we give talent the chance 
to flourish, that is how we turn the unemployed claimant into the working contributor. 
 
We do it together. It is called collective strength, collective care. And its whole purpose is individual freedom. 
 
When we speak of collective strength and collective freedom, collectively achieved, we are not fulfilling that 
nightmare that Mrs Thatcher tries to paint, and all her predecessors have tried to saddle us with. 
 
We're not talking about uniformity; we're not talking about regimentation; we're not talking about conformity -
that's their creed. The uniformity of the dole queue; the regimentation of the unemployed young and their 
compulsory work schemes. The conformity of people who will work in conditions, and take orders, and accept pay 
because of mass unemployment that they would laugh at in a free society with full employment. 
 
That kind of freedom for the individual, that kind of liberty can't be secured by most of the people for most of the 
time if they're just left to themselves, isolated, stranded, with their whole life chances dependent upon luck! 
 
Why am I the first Kinnock in a thousand generations to be able to get to university? Why is my wife, Glenys, the first 
woman in her family in a thousand generations to be able to get to university? 
 
Was it because all our predecessors were 'thick'? Did they lack talent - those people who could sing, and play, and 
recite and write poetry; those people who could make wonderful, beautiful things with their hands; those people 
who could dream dreams, see visions; those people who had such a sense of perception as to know in times so 
brutal, so oppressive, that they could win their way out of that by coming together? 
 
Were those people not university material? Couldn't they have knocked off all their A-levels in an afternoon? 
 
But why didn't they get it? 
 
 



 
 
Was it because they were weak? Those people who could work eight hours underground and then come up and play 
football? 
 
Weak? Those women who could survive eleven child bearings, were they weak? Those people who could stand with 
their backs and their legs straight and face the people who had control over their lives, the ones who owned their 
workplaces and tried to own them, and tell them, 'No. I won't take your orders.' Were they weak? 
 
Does anybody really think that they didn't get what we had because they didn't have the talent, or the strength, or 
the endurance, or the commitment? 
 
Of course not. It was because there was no platform upon which they could stand; no arrangement for their 
neighbours to subscribe to their welfare; no method by which the communities could translate their desires for 
those individuals into provision for those individuals. 
 
And now, Mrs Thatcher, by dint of privatisation, and means test, and deprivation, and division, wants to nudge us 
back into the situation where everybody can either stand on their own feet, or live on their knees. 
 
She parades her visions and values, and we choose to contest them as people with roots in this country, with a 
future only in this country, with pride in this country. People who know that if we are to have and sustain real 
individual liberty in this country it requires the collective effort of the whole community. 
 
I think of the youngsters I meet. Three, four, five years out of school. Never had a job. And they say to me "Do you 
think we'll ever work?" 
 
They live in a free country, but they do not feel free. 
 
I think of the 55-year-old woman I meet who is waiting to go into hospital, her whole existence clouded by pain. 
 
She lives in a free country, but she does not feel free. 
 
I think of the young couple, two years married, living in Mam and Dad's front room because they can't get a home.  
They ask "Will we ever get a home of our own?" 
 
They live in a free country, but they do not feel free. 
 
And I think of the old couple who spend months of the winter afraid to turn up the heating, who stay at home 
because they are afraid to go out after dark, whose lives are turned into a crisis by the need to buy a new pair of 
shoes. 
 
They live in a free country - indeed, they're of the generation that fought for a free country but they do not feel free. 
 
How can they and millions like them - have their individual freedom if there is not collective provision? 
 
How can they have strength if they do not have care? 
 
Now they cannot have either because they are locked out of being able to discharge responsibilities just as surely as 
they are locked out of being able to exercise rights. 
 
They want to be able to use both. 
 
They do not want feather-bedding, they want a foothold. 
 



 
 
They do not want cotton-woolling, they want a chance to contribute. 
 
That is the freedom they want. 
 
That is the freedom we want them to have. 

 

 


