What is “Liberty”?
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Objectives: Students will be able to:
●
●
●
●
●

Explain the different meanings of “liberty”
Identify the definition of “liberty” most important for understanding American government.
Describe how the idea of liberty is sometimes misunderstood or misused.
Explain what the idea of liberty means for citizens
Identify situations where freedom to act should be limited.

What is “liberty”?
The Preamble to the United States Constitution includes “to secure the Blessings of liberty” as
one of the purposes for forming the government of the United States. The idea of liberty is at the
very core of American democracy.
Introductory Activity: Ask students: What is “liberty”? Listen to suggestions and discuss.
Why It Matters: Liberty or freedom (the words may be used interchangeably) is an important
foundational concept in the study of American government. Discussions about how to best
protect liberty and ensure that every citizen is able to enjoy its benefits are an important part of
democracy and have been a part of American politics since the Founding. In order to have
these important discussions, there must be a general agreement about what the words mean so
that everyone is talking about the same thing.
Philosophers have argued about “liberty” or “freedom” for centuries and there are over 200
known definitions of the words. It is easy to see how this could cause a lot of confusion. People
and governments have used, misused, and redefined the words to suit their purposes. Some
definitions of liberty are as simple as being able to do what you want. Some link freedom to
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being a better kind of person by holding a particular value that their society considers important.
Some governments have argued that a person is only free when they hold certain values and
therefore by forcing citizens to think and behave in a certain way the government is not
oppressing them, but making them more “free” (yes, that is confusing!). These governments are
usually some form of dictatorship, and that is why it is important that the United States chose a
different definition of freedom. It matters that American citizens appreciate the necessity of
understanding how the words “freedom” or “liberty” are used in our democracy.
For most Americans, freedom is the absence of limits or restrictions on a person’s activities. It is
about determining the appropriate amount of space to allow an individual to make her or his
own decisions and choices about how to live their life. The fewer limitations a person has, the
more space they have to act, the greater their freedom. Freedom is limited when the actions of
other people restrict what a person can do, especially if a government unfairly places limits on a
person. This is the most important definition for understanding American government..
Freedom Only As Space to Act: The definition we are focusing on describes freedom as
simply the amount of space an individual has to act without restraints from other people. It is
nothing more than that. There is no attempt by the government to tell people what to think or to
force them to hold certain values. A person could choose to waste their life rather than strive to
achieve some higher ideal. Perhaps they want to spend their time playing video games. That is
not the government’s concern, so long as what the person chooses to do does not interfere with
the right of others to pursue their liberty and happiness. This raises an important question:

Is Freedom Unlimited?
The fewer restraints on a person, and the more space they have to act, the greater amount of
liberty or freedom they can enjoy. At first, that seems simple, but some people misunderstand
this idea. In American government freedom or liberty does not mean that everyone can just do
whatever they want, whenever they want. That is the simplified misunderstanding. Think back to
the earlier study of the idea of the social contract. In the ideal state of nature, everyone had
absolute freedom, but they couldn’t enjoy it because of the conflicts that would arise between
people.
One thinker, Sir Isaiah Berlin, wrote:
“Men [all humans] are largely interdependent, and no man’s activity is so completely
private as never to obstruct the lives of others in any way.”
Critical Thinking Exercise: What does this mean for the amount of freedom that an individual
can actually enjoy?
People interact with each other on a daily basis. Sometimes we have different goals and
interests. We may compete for scarce resources. All of this makes conflict inevitable. As you
recall, social contract theory said that one of the reasons people make governments is to help
resolve these conflicts. This is the idea of government as a sort of referee.

2

We also enter into society and a government to be more efficiently free. Imagine you lived
completely independently of others and there was no government or any other institutions. You
would have to be your own police force, fire department, farmer, butcher, grocer, doctor, etc.
You would be too busy to actually enjoy your absolute freedom. We cooperate with others so
that we can better (more efficiently) enjoy the freedom that we do have, but this means that we
also have certain obligations to our fellow citizens.
So where are the limits on our freedom? A famous phrase attributed to several thinkers is “My
freedom to extend my arms ends where your nose begins.” A free society should seek to
maximize the amount of freedom of its citizens, but there are necessary limits. To repeat an
idea from above, citizens are free to act so long as their actions do not interfere with the equal
right of others to also enjoy their freedom.
This is why we have laws limiting certain activities. You cannot drive 100 miles per hour through
a school zone because those it would injure could not then enjoy their freedom. You cannot
engage in behavior that would make others sick, preventing them from being free to pursue their
vision of happiness. We sometimes put limits on powerful individuals or corporations so that
they do not abuse their wealth and power in a way that robs other citizens of their liberty.
Discussions about what limits should be placed on the behavior of individuals and groups to
ensure freedom are among the most important discussions citizens of a democracy can have.
These limits may shift and change depending on the situation. In times of war, emergency, or
pandemic, a society may decide to temporarily limit certain behaviors more than they would in
better, more peaceful times. Enjoying freedom usually requires placing some restrictions on
absolute unlimited freedom. However, in a free society, there must always be a core amount of
liberty, a clearly defined space in which the individual is free to act, that no person and no
government can ever trespass or violate.

What are “the Blessings of Liberty”?
Americans, and many people around the world, value the idea of freedom as providing the best
opportunity for people to pursue their idea of happiness and enjoy a productive life. The
Founders saw this as a great “blessing”, something very beneficial for the American people.
Class Discussion. What were the “Blessings” that the Founders hoped would come with liberty?
The “Blessings of Liberty” included the hope that individuals would pursue their vision of
happiness to the best of their abilities (individual choice) and, as a result, would enhance the
economic and political development and prosperity of the nation. They hoped that liberty would
provide the necessary space and opportunity for people to be inventive and creative, and to
freely share ideas for the benefit of all. But, this was not a guarantee.

“To Secure the Blessings of Liberty”
The Founders used words carefully. It is useful to consider why they chose the words they used
in the Preamble of the Constitution. They knew that liberty was not something that people could
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always enjoy without any effort. It was something that needed to be protected and secured from
the threats that could deprive a society of its liberty.
If the United States was to remain a free democracy, it had to be made secure from both the
foreign and domestic threats it would always face. The foreign threats are easy to understand.
There are always non-democratic nations whose interests will conflict with the United States.
That is why the Founders provided for the “common defense” and granted the government the
necessary powers to create military forces.
The Founders were more concerned about the domestic threats to liberty. They knew that if the
United States was ever to cease to be a democracy, the threat would more likely come from its
own citizens than a foreign power. That is why they designed the system of checks and
balances and other mechanisms to limit government power. It is why the Bill of Rights was
added to the Constitution to put specific protections of liberty in writing in the “supreme law of
the land”. It is why Benjamin Franklin, when asked what kind of government the Constitutional
Convention had created, reportedly responded “A democracy, if you can keep it.”
The Founders focused on liberty—freedom from governmental restraints—by writing limits on
what government could do into the Bill of Rights. For example, the First Amendment limits the
government from interfering with individual freedom of religion, speech, press, assembly and
petition.
Checking for understanding: What other sections of the Constitution protect individual liberty by
limiting what the government can do?
Responses should include:
●

●
●
●
●

Art. I, Sec. 9 denies Congress certain powers, including the suspension of writ of habeas
corpus (requiring a person under arrest to be brought before a judge or into court and to
secure the person's release unless lawful grounds are shown for their detention), bills of
attainder (legislative bills that imposes punishment without a trial), and ex post facto laws
(laws that retroactively changes the legal consequences of actions)
Arts. I-III Separates powers into three branches, each with limited authority
Fourth Amendment prohibits the government from invading an individual’s privacy
Fifth Amendment prohibits the government from depriving an individual of life, liberty or
property without due process
Eighth Amendment prohibits excessive bail or fines or cruel and unusual punishment.

The Founders knew that the greatest responsibility for maintaining our democracy rested with
the citizens themselves. Yet, they also recognized that people could be selfish, power hungry,
or willing to trespass on the rights and freedoms of others. One of the misunderstandings of
freedom or liberty is that it means people are free to always act selfishly, and that this ultimately
leads to good consequences. The founders took a more nuanced approach. They recognized
that people are selfish and tried to channel this into a productive competition among competing
interests (see Madison, Federalist 10). But they also expected that citizens of a democracy must
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practice a certain amount of civic virtue, and expected that the American people would always
be able to do this. They knew that if selfishness prevailed and civic virtue failed, we would not
remain a democracy.
Enjoying liberty, or the ability to act with limited restrictions on our behavior, means that we also
must govern ourselves in a way that respects the equal rights of others to enjoy their freedom
and pursue their happiness. This means that citizens must also be willing to act for the
Common Good. The common good is an important concept, without which enjoying liberty is
impossible. Any conception of the common good must respect and secure the core of liberty
every citizen is guaranteed, but the two concepts are inseparable. A free democracy cannot
have one without the other.
Extension: Statue of Liberty
Have students conduct research about the Statues of Liberty.
"The Statue of Liberty Enlightening the World," which sits in New York Harbor, was a gift of
friendship from the people of France to the United States. It was designed by Frederic Bartholdi
with engineering help from Gustave Eiffel (who built the Eiffel Tower in Paris) on the internal
structure. The Statue of Liberty was erected atop a pedestal built by the United States on
Bedloe’s Island (renamed “Liberty Island”) in Upper New York Bay and dedicated by Governor
Grover Cleveland on October 28, 1886.
The statue of “Lady Liberty” is named after the Roman goddess, Liberty or “Libertas”. It is 305
feet tall and weighs 225 tons. It was shipped in pieces on boats across the Atlantic Ocean. The
structure is an iron frame with a copper shield outside. Originally “cooper” colored, copper turns
to a green patina when it oxidizes in the weather. Lady Liberty holds a tablet with the date of the
Declaration of Independence, July 4, 1776, as well as a torch, lighting the way to freedom.
From 1886 until 1901 the statue with its torch was used as a lighthouse. In 1924, Lady Liberty
was designated as a National Monument. The Statue of Liberty has been recognized as a
universal symbol of freedom. Over the years, it has welcomed millions of immigrants and
refugees escaping wars, persecution and/or poverty to the United States.
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