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Oratory

Ambition

Once upon a time, there lived a horse and a donkey. Both animals lived on the same farm. From morning to night, they would power the giant horse mills that grinded the wheat. Both animals do the same exact thing everyday, spinning around the giant wheel that grinds the wheat. Now, donkey was very satisfied about his job. The farmer feeds him everyday, removes the dung from his stall every now and then, and pretty much keeps him alive. And that’s all that donkey really needs. 

Horse, however, soon grew really bored of his farm. “All I do is spin around this giant mouse wheel every single day,” says horse, “I don’t even get paid for doing this. Besides, this job is boring. You know what? I’m going to war. I’m going to enlist in the rough riders to help Roosevelt in the Spanish American War.” And so horse goes to war, leaving donkey all alone to power the gristmill. 

A year later, horse returns from Cuba. He tells all the other farm animals about how he gallantly charged amidst enemy fire, kicked a Spaniard in the behind, and became the four-legged hero of the entire nation. “Wow,” says donkey, “You must have worked very hard at war. I wish I could do that.” “Actually,” says horse, “Now that I think about it, we pretty much trotted the same distance this year. Except you walked around in a circle, while I rode out to help America win the Spanish-American War.”

So what does this story tell us? Although both animals trotted the same exact distance, horse accomplished something far greater than donkey. Donkey felt that life was simply a matter of self-satisfaction, while ambitious horse sought to make a change for the better. In the end, horse helped the United States win an important war, while donkey grinded a couple pounds of wheat into flour.

The moral of this story is clear. To make something out of life, we must be ambitious. This does not mean satisfaction over mere self-preservation, but rather the determination to make a change for something far greater than the self.

According to democratic presidential candidate nominee Barack Obama, “Focusing your life solely on self-preservation shows a certain poverty of ambition.” Indeed, Obama grew up in the ghettos of downtown Jakarta, Indonesia and rose to become the Senator of Illinois. Both of his parents had died in his teenage years. Obama had to rely on himself to survive most of high school. He was given a chance to live the rest of his life in jail in Indonesia, so that he could sustain himself. However, Obama knew that he either had to make a change for the better or become a burden for society to take care of. And so, to make a long story short, Obama worked hard to overcome his drug abuse, entered Harvard Law School, and campaigned hard into the United States Senate.

Obama had shattered social limits. Without ambition, we might not even know who he is today. He had transformed from a slum in the streets of Jakarta into a well-known political figure in the United States. Now, as senator, he can help improve the lives of millions in the state of Illinois.

Like Obama, our goal in life should be to move society, and not to let society move us. We must have ambition. Ambition is defined by the Webster dictionary as “a determination to succeed.” Now this could mean many things, depending on how you define success. It could mean having the nerve to sing at the School Talent Show, or shattering the track record. It could mean applying for that prestigious college you’ve always eyed, or running for student government president. Above all, it means grabbing life by the horns before life grabs you.

Now ambition is so important in today’s competitive society that you might find it natural that everyone knows to be ambitious. But some people believe in the donkey philosophy. They sit back in their stables and wait for opportunity to arrive, if it ever does. Now why such a passive attitude? Scientists at Berkeley University offer this explanation:

“Some babies are born with a chemical imbalance in the limbic system, triggering the brain to produce less dopamine in their brains. This lack of dopamine causes the babies to be less ambitious later in life.” 

Ok, what a ludicrous answer. If you ask any successful person why is he ambitious, unless he is a brain surgeon, he is probably not going to answer “cause I got more dopamine in my brain than you.” Why a dopey answer.

In truth, everyone is capable of being ambitious, but some people simply don’t realize its importance.

A friend of mine Bradley learned a valuable lesson from this poverty of ambition. He had a crush on a hot girl in religion class, but was afraid to ask her out to homecoming. I asked why he didn’t approach her and tell her directly, and he replied “Sorry man, you’ve got to understand. I was born chick-impaired. I’m like a chick-magnet that repels other magnets when you put the same ends together. Besides, I’ve never really asked someone out before, and I can’t afford to lose her.” And so, he waited for his crush to ask him out. It turned out that someone else had asked Chelsea out the next day. And by now, Brad was desperate. So I gave him a great idea. Later that night, Brad called Chelsea and said “Hey Chelsea. This is Jack. I would just like to know if you have a crush on Brad.” The reply was simple. “No.” The funny part was that there wasn’t even hesitation, just a straightforward “No.”

“Oh. Well,” replied Brad, “Um See you at the dance tonight then. Sigh.” I have to admit, Brad was a chick-magnet. As far as I know, he never talked to Chelsea again.

If Brad had been ambitious enough to actually go up to Chelsea and ask her out, then it may have been a completely different story. Unfortunately, someone more ambitious than Brad asked her out first, leaving poor Brad dancing with himself at Homecoming. This shows how a poverty of ambition can lead to failure.

In a sense, every orator in this room is being ambitious right now. Going up to the front of this room and presenting to an oratory requires a certain degree of ambition. Believe it or not, so many Americans lack this ambition. In fact, Americans fear public speaking much more than death. It’s pretty pathetic, but it’s true! More Americans would rather die than present a speech. Obviously, I’m not one of these Americans, or I wouldn’t be standing here today. But delivering a speech can indeed be very nerve breaking for many people. But with a little bit of ambition and a touch of rhetoric, anyone can become a great public speaker, which is an excellent example of how ambition can make a difference in life.

Yes, so ambition can indeed mean the difference between failure and success. However, it can also go the other way around. Not all ambition is good. We have all heard the phrase that curiosity killed the cat. Blind ambition can lead to failure. This could mean setting too high expectations or diving into the pool without knowing how deep it is.

This applies to some high school students today. Some students will go to extremes to get into the college they desire. And I mean extremes. A research conducted by the University of Ohio showed that some aggressive students applied for standardized testing with special needs although they were perfectly normal, just to get more time on the SAT. Other students even claimed that they were deaf on the Language SATs with listening, so that they could test with a written version of the listening portion! The students I pity most, however, are the ones who sleep for an average of two hours per night and spend the rest of the night doing volunteer service to polish their college resumes.

High school itself is inundated with blind ambition. Some students skip class and spend no time with their families to study for college entrance exams or do schoolwork. Some parents even encourage their sons or daughters to cheat on tests via text messaging, and then watch as they simply shrug the matter off as a minor offense.

These blindly ambitious students are turning themselves into robots programmed to go to college! According to the research, these same students often face social problems, inability to speak coherently, and suicide later in life!

Although ambition is important, we must also remember how we define success. What end will result? Going through all that horror just to get into college and becoming socially impaired is not necessarily success.

So, ambition can be the key to failure. However, ambition is also imperative for anyone who wants to make something out of life. And so, to achieve success in life, we must find the right balance between blind ambition and a poverty of ambition.

This can be achieved by beginning with the end in mind. If you truly believe that a turn will be for the better, and that your decision will do more good than harm, then go forth and be ambitious!

So go for that Talent Show. Join a new a club at school. Apply for a job. Ask Mary out for homecoming. Simply stated, don’t be a donkey, be a horse.

Remember, we are the leaders of tomorrow. We have the tools we need. Now let us go forth and create the future we have always dreamed of!
