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Remarks by John Raidt 
 

Distinguished guests, welcome and thank you for being here for this extremely important 
global freedom summit and for allowing me to share a few thoughts with you this 
evening.    

To Norm Willox and Freedom House, our deepest gratitude for convening this gathering 

and for the organization’s many decades of leadership in defending freedom, political 
rights, and civil liberties. And thank you to the leaders here who labor on the front lines of 
this cause every day. 

Since 1941, Freedom House has performed a monumental service to mankind tracking the 
state of global freedom. I hasten to add the organization was founded by a bipartisan 
group of Americans led by Republican Wendell Wilkie and Democrat Eleanor Roosevelt.   

This speaks to the power and necessity of common cause in service to shared ideals, 
particularly in these complex and perilous times!   

In February, Freedom House reported the 19th consecutive year of decline in freedom and 
democratic norms worldwide. Last year, 60 countries experienced backsliding in political 

rights and civil liberties, affecting over 40 percent of the global population. Only about 
one in five people live in countries classified as "Free".  

We convene here because the continuation of this trend and its devastating consequences 
for the future of mankind are unacceptable. The decline must be stopped, absolutely! But 
that’s not enough. It must be reversed!  That’s what our deliberations here are all about.  

The preservation and protection of human freedom, fundamental rights, and self-
determination are the very soul and purpose of democratic governance.  I would hazard to 
say the threat to democracy and perforce to economic, political, and personal freedom--is 
as profound today as it was during the 20th century fight against global fascism and 
communism, if not more so.  

Twenty-first century foes are more diverse and have a broader, borderless, and more 
arsenal at their disposal. The methods they employ are more covert and insidious. And in 
times of enormous economic, cultural, and technological change, populations are more 

vulnerable to their intrigues. 
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Unless we are strategically wise and fully committed, the forces of repression are more 
likely to succeed in grand scale by incremental declines in freedom and democratic norms 
and as they hope perhaps to a global tipping point.  

For the champions of liberty, this reality requires new resolve and modernized approaches 
to defending freedom wherever it is denied or under threat and to standing up for 
democratic norms wherever they are in danger.   

Taking just a few minutes, I would like to spotlight three forces complexifying the threat to 
freedom and fundamental rights; the two fronts on which we must focus attention to 
secure their future; and one essential requirement for success.  

I daresay, the first of the three forces we must contend with is the troubling trend in 
public attitudes about democracy within democracies.   A number of nations are 
represented here, but I will use the United States to illustrate.  A poll taken in the early 
20th century asked Americans: how important is it to live in a democracy? Seventy-two 
percent said it was essential.  The same question was posed to Millennial Americans.  Only 
30 percent said the same.  In a recent poll of Generation Z, only seven percent strongly 
agree that US democracy can address the nation’s problems.  Sobering!  But far more 
importantly, it must be motivating.  

Absent a firm public appreciation for the indispensability of democracy to political, 
economic, political, and personal freedom—and their inherent interconnectivity— the risk 
to liberty will only intensify.  

A second major force we face centers on technology.  Freedom’s foes are exploiting new 
and powerful technologies to undermine the social and political underpinnings of 
freedom and democracy and to discredit it.  Troops, tanks, and counter ideology are 

always a threat to free nations and democratic movements.  Today, they are accompanied 
by high-tech digital weaponry deployed to destroy one of the most important safeguards 
of liberty -- trust in democratic and civic institutions and trust in one another.  Sun Tzu has 

met the Internet.  More on that in a bit.   

Further on the tech front adversaries are working to capture the lead in the development, 
standard setting, and norms of world changing future technologies such as AI, quantum 
computing, biotech, and advanced networks.  Who wins this race will have much to say 
about what the future looks like, and whether powerful new technologies will be 
harnessed to advance human rights, liberties, and the institutions that promote and 
protect them, or to serve opposing agendas seeking not to advance human betterment 
but autocratic control.  

The third force I want to highlight, friends, is time.  We can think of it in three ways.  First, 
is the passage of time. The further separated civilization becomes from the horrors of 

authoritarianism in the last century, the less societies understand and appreciate the 
stakes involved in strengthening freedom and democracy today. Advantage autocrats!   
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Second, are the pressures of time. Democracies are slow, deliberate, and process-oriented 
in a world that moves at accelerating speed—commercially, technologically, and militarily. 
Again, Advantage autocrats!   

Third is the shortness of time.  The clock is ticking as the threat to freedom accelerates.  
Oppressors and autocrats know that and plan on it.  We have much work ahead to ensure 
they are grossly mistaken.  

The hard work of coping with these forces and strengthening freedom and democratic 
norms requires a two-front strategy—one focused inward in our respective countries and 
the other outward. Success in both spheres requires clarity about the aims of freedom’s 

adversaries and about their strategies and tactics. 

The likes of China, Russia, Iran, North Korea, Venezuela their proxies and diverse array of 
anti-democratic movements seek to destroy democracies from within and to advance 
their ambitions by weakening and discrediting democratic processes and institutions. This 
is a strategy as old as conflict itself but, as I mentioned, newly empowered by modern 
technology.  This is their version of soft power!   

By and large, democracies understand soft power to be centered on constructive 

engagement counting on the good of democratic principles and values and their proven 
ability to empower and uplift. For adversaries, soft power is the use of subterfuge and 
deceit to manipulate, undermine, and defeat. 

The strategy was laid out starkly by the Russia’s Military Chief of Staff – General Valery 
Gerasimov -- as he spoke defiantly about a program the Kremlin calls quote “controlled 
chaos”— the modern iteration of the ancient strategy of “divide and conquer.”   

Controlled chaos, like its imitations, focuses on turning democracy’s openness and 

diversity against itself.  In part, this entails weaponizing the Internet and social media to 
perform cultural and political sabotage:  

...engaging in espionage and theft    

...manipulating public opinion  

...amplifying and exploiting divisive issues  

...propagating social discord, division, and conflict 

...fueling political rivalry 

...spreading propaganda and disinformation 

...destroying public trust and confidence in free institutions and political processes   

...undermining our alliances, and more 
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By these means they seek to twist free societies’ pluralism into division so that division 
might give way to dysfunction. Dysfunction would produce disarray. And disarray would 
bring decline.  

Its practitioners strongly embrace this calculus because it performs triple duty. It damages 
advanced democracies. The tarnished example weakens fledgling democracies and it 
undermines aspirational democratic movements.  

On the home front, the future of self-governance and determination will require 
combating these forces by making free nations more resilient against adversaries’ 
strategies and tactics and at the same time ensuring that democracy shows itself not only 

to be the guarantor of cherished  liberties but the most capable in meeting the full 
spectrum of human aspirations.  

But that’s not enough.  We need to project the power of freedom outward. Human 
freedom is a universal right. As such it is morally and necessarily a global enterprise.  
Freedom, as we know, isn’t a place. It’s a fragile and perishable idea—one that is either 
expanding or contracting. Ultimately its survival at home rests on how well it thrives 
globally.  

Its preservation, of course, depends on strong military and economic partnerships among 
democracies. But such coalitions must be accompanied by grand strategy to support civil 
society organizations and defenders of human rights and fundamental freedoms 
enshrined in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights wherever they are absent or 
endangered.   

Success in this requires whole-of-society approaches that harness the unique but 
complementary capabilities of our public and private institutions. The campaign must be 

generously and reliably resourced and sustained as if the future depends upon it--because 
it does, including by vigorous private initiatives providing front-line support to critical civil 
society groups and public-private partnerships.  As former NATO commander General Jim 

Jones likes to say—"a vision without resources is a hallucination.” How we overcome this 
formidable obstacle will certainly be a key point of discussion over the next couple of 
days.   

This brings me to spotlight the single element necessary for advancing freedom and 
democracy over the years and decades ahead – in one word—ALLIANCE!. It means a 
broader, stronger alliance among the family of democracies, the defenders of freedom 
and human rights, and all those standing up against repression, corruption, and arbitrary 
rule.    

Only a strong and committed alliance could defeat the threat to freedom by the axis 
powers in WWII. Only a strong and committed alliance could prevail over the Soviet Bloc’s 

threat to liberty in the Cold War. And only a strong and committed alliance can preserve 
and strengthen freedom against the multiplex forces that challenge it today.   
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Again, I don’t just mean military alliances. We must be allied in support of our principles, 
in our strategies, and in our actions, in modernizing and strengthening the national, 
regional and global civic institutions established to preserve and advance freedom.   

This requires having the strength to throw out or overhaul outdated and ineffectual 
playbooks and to innovate new approaches to meet the objectives in a rapidly evolving 
operating environment. This too will be intensely discussed over the next two days and 
the focus of very hard work moving forward.  

On the eve of this summit, I can’t help thinking about the words of Ronald Reagan. Forty 
years ago. He said: 

“Speaking out for human rights and individual liberty and for the rule of law and the 
peaceful reconciliation of differences, for democratic values and principles, is good and 
right. But it’s not just good enough. We must work hard for democracy and freedom, and 
that means putting our resources — organizations, sweat, and dollars — behind a long-
term program.” 

The cause of freedom is never-ending. Each generation is uniquely tried and tested in 
securing its preservation and passing it on stronger.  It’s our turn. 

We can prevail and I believe we will prevail because we must prevail. The cause is just, the 
stakes are enormous, and future generations are depending on us.  That’s a heavy 
responsibility we dare not abdicate.  

But the time for reenergized action—with our organizations, our sweat, and our dollars--is 

now!  Thank you for your essential contributions to this cause past, present, and to come
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