Eleanor Roosevelt, “The Struggle for Human Rights,” September 28, 1948 (abridged)

... We must not be confused about what freedom is. Basic human rights are simple and easily
understood: freedom of speech and a free press; freedom of religion and worship; freedom of assembly
and the right of petition; the right of men to be secure in their homes and free from unreasonable
search and seizure and from arbitrary arrest and punishment.

We must not be deluded by the efforts of the forces of reaction to prostitute the great words of our free
tradition and thereby to confuse the struggle. Democracy, freedom, human rights have come to have a
definite meaning to the people of the world which we must not allow any nation to so change that they
are made synonymous with suppression and dictatorship.

The basic problem confronting the world today, as | said in the beginning, is the preservation of human
freedom for the individual and consequently for the society of which he is a part. We are fighting this
battle again today as it was fought at the time of the French Revolution and as the time of the American
Revolution. The issue of human liberty is as decisive now as it was then. | want to give you my
conception of what is meant in my country by freedom of the individual.

Long ago in London during a discussion with Mr. Vyshinsky, he told me there was no such thing as
freedom for the individual in the world. All freedom of the individual was conditioned by the rights of
other individuals. That of course, | granted. | said: “We approach the question from a different point of
view. We here in the United Nations are trying to develop ideals which will be broader in outlook, which
will consider first the rights of man, which will consider what makes man more free; not governments,
but man.”

The totalitarian state typically places the will of the people second to decrees promulgated by a few
men at the top.

Naturally there must always be consideration of the rights of others; but in a democracy this is not a
restriction. Indeed, in our democracies we make our freedoms secure because each of us is expected to
respect the rights of others and we are free to make our own laws. Freedom for our peoples is not only
a right, but also a tool. Freedom of speech, freedom of the press, freedom of information, freedom of
assembly—these are not just abstract ideals to us; they are tools with which we create a way of life, a
way of life in which we can enjoy freedom.

Sometimes the processes of democracy are slow, and | have knows some of our leaders to say that a
benevolent dictatorship would accomplish the ends desired in a much shorter time than it takes to go
through the democratic processes of discussion and the slow formation of public opinion. But there is no
way of insuring that a dictatorship will remain benevolent or that power once in the hands of a few will
be returned to the people without struggle or revolution. This we have learned by experience and we
accept the slow processes of democracy because we know that shortcuts compromise principles on
which no compromise is possible . . .
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