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For me, the struggle for equal human rights is deeply personal.  It’s essential to who I am as 
an American. I can never forget that I am the daughter of proud citizens who suffered the 
indignities of Jim Crow. Nor can I forget that, in 1964, the year of my birth, in many parts of this 
great country, people who looked like me could not vote or marry someone who looks like my 
husband. The unfinished battle for equality and human dignity is not only what drives me as a 5 

public servant, it is my central duty as the mother of my two children to make sure they never 
encounter any limitations on their dreams because of who they are or what they look like.  

No one understands this profound responsibility more keenly than President Obama. From 
his Nobel Prize acceptance speech to his remarks at the United Nations in September, he has 
been clear about the principles that guide us and to which we hold ourselves accountable, even as 10 

we navigate an increasingly complex world of competing and overlapping challenges. 
Make no mistake: advancing democracy and respect for human rights is central to our 

foreign policy. It’s what our history and our values demand, but it’s also profoundly in our 
interests. That is why the United States remains firmly committed to promoting freedom, 
opportunity and prosperity everywhere.  We stand proudly for the rights of women, the LGBT 15 

community and minorities. We defend the freedom for all people to worship as they choose, and 
we champion open government and civil society, freedom of assembly and a free press.  

We support these rights and freedoms with a wide range of tools, because history shows that 
nations that respect the rights of all their citizens are more just, more prosperous and more 
secure. And while it’s neither effective nor desirable to advance human rights through the barrel 20 

of a gun, we have made clear that, in the face of imminent mass atrocities, there may be times 
when it is appropriate to use force to protect the innocent from the very worst crimes. But, we 
cannot and we should not bear that burden alone. 

Yet, obviously, advancing human rights is not and has never been our only interest. Every 
U.S. president has a sworn duty to protect the lives and the fortunes of the American people 25 

against immediate threats. That is President Obama’s first responsibility, and mine. We must 
defend the United States, our citizens and our allies with every tool at our disposal, including, 
when necessary, with military force. We must do all we can to counter weapons of mass 
destruction, aggression, terrorism, and catastrophic threats to the global economy, upon which 
our way of life depends. Anything less would be a dereliction of duty.    30 

As we seek to secure these core interests, we sometimes face painful dilemmas when the 
immediate need to defend our national security clashes with our fundamental commitment to 
democracy and human rights. Let’s be honest: at times, as a result, we do business with 
governments that do not respect the rights we hold most dear.  We make tough choices. When 
rights are violated, we continue to advocate for their protection. But we cannot, and I will not 35 

pretend that some short-term tradeoffs do not exist. 
 

Remarks by National Security Advisor Susan E. Rice, “Human Rights: Advancing American  
Interests and Values”, at the Human Rights First Annual Summit, 4 December 2013  
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