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Meaning Of Liberty Within “The Declaration Of Independence”, Bradford’s “Of Plymouth Plantation”, And Truth’s “Speech To The Women’s Rights Convention”
Liberty is an important concept in every society because it is generally an expression of that which people find to be valuable about human beings. It gives a sense of happiness, pride, and self-worth. Liberty is something that is deserved by all regardless of their gender, race, nationality, age, or otherwise. In other words, it is a provision of natural law – meaning that it is a moral imperative that is based on that which is viewed as fundamental to and about the human nature. However, it is worth noting that Liberty although it revolves around the idea of freedom and opportunity to do that which one wishes without restrictions of any kind, it is nonetheless not absolute. In other words, there is no absolute liberty because despite is philosophy of freedom from restrictions, it is in one way or the other limited in the sense that once can only enjoy liberty as long as it does not interfere with the safety and wellbeing of others, themselves and also does not contravene the laws guiding the society. At the same time, getting a definitive meaning of liberty may be hard because its meaning varies depending on whether one views it from a philosophical, political, religious, human rights, or general perspective. On this note, therefore, and judging from William Bradford’s article, “Of Plymouth Plantation,” “The Declaration of Independence,” as well as Truth’s “Speech to the Women’s Rights Convention” it is apparent that the meaning of liberty differs depending on the perspective that one views it from. This paper, therefore, compares what liberty means within the three selected pieces.
 
The meaning of liberty from a philosophical point of view superimposes free will over determinism. On this note, determinism is the belief that everything including the actions of human beings are ultimately determined by causes or forces that are external to the will. The implication of this is that people do not have a free will and therefore cannot be held morally, responsible for what they do- mainly because they are just following orders without necessarily thinking of the consequences. This philosophical perspective of liberty also builds on the belief that every human being has the freedom to lead the kind of life that he/she desires and also take full responsibility for the actions and decisions they make. In other words, it advocates for self-determination. This point of view and meaning to liberty is embodied in William Bradford’s “Of Plymouth Plantation.” This is made clear in the first line of the article’s foreword where the author notes that “William Bradford epitomizes the spirit of determination” and goes on to say that all the sacrifices and troubles that the pilgrims suffered were eased “by the knowledge that they were in a place that they had chosen for themselves, safe at last from persecution” (120). Therefore, liberty within this text means the ability of one to make decisions and stand by them no matter the consequences and challenges along the way. It is the desire and finally the chance and freedom to live in a place where one wishes – a place where human life and dignity is respected and persecution of any kind alleviated. This, according to Bradford’s philosophy is what constitutes freedom and liberty for human beings. A bit of the philosophical meaning of liberty can also be traced within “The Declaration of Independence.” 


However, it is not as profound as in Bradford’s article. On this note, the philosophical meaning in the declaration holds ground in the argument of free will and respect to individual opinion. On this note, “The Declaration of Independence” acknowledges “that all men are created equal [and] that they are endowed by their Creator with particular unalienable rights – chief among them, Liberty, Life and the pursuit of Happiness” (The Declaration of Human Rights Np). This ultimately implies that liberty is something that is or ought to be made available to all and sundry based on the provisions of natural law. Put differently; the fact that one is a human being automatically places him in a position where he/she should enjoy all that liberty has to offer. Determinism is therefore rejected on this note and free will or self-determination embraced in its place. By virtue of being a human being, one has the right to make their decisions whenever and however they wish, and nobody has the right to determine the others actions or behavior by instigating restrictive measures. This philosophical view does not pop up as soon as the reader starts reading the article like in Bradford’s case. However, when one reads deeply between the lines, the philosophical meaning of liberty comes to the surface. In Sojourner Truth’s “Speech To The Women’s Rights Convention,” however,  the philosophy is embedded in the sense of equality – that no one should be deemed as superior or inferior because of their gender. I think in some way, Truth’s view of liberty ties with that of “The Declaration of Independence” in that both view liberty as the fact that all human beings are born equal and therefore ought to be treated equally and given equal opportunities. Put differently, liberty within these pieces is when people are given the freedom to do what they want, when they want it, and how they want it regardless of their differences.


The political perspective of liberty generally views liberty as the provisions and opportunities that members of the State are politically and socially entitled to by virtue of being citizens or members of that particular community or society. In other words, liberty means that people are free to enjoy these provisions at all times regardless of where they are – it constitutes the social and political freedoms that members of the society are legally entitled to. Like the philosophical perspective, the political point of view in regards to the meaning of liberty calls for self-determination – but more importantly and above the philosophical perspective, this one calls for self-rule. In other words, people should not only be free and exercise their free-will and self-determination at the personal level; rather they should translate them to matters to do with leadership and governance. This implies that liberty is the right and freedom for people to govern themselves. Notably, this perspective [political] is more deeply held within “The Declaration of Independence” than in any of the other two pieces namely “Of Plymouth Plantation” and “Speech to The Women’s Rights Convention” by Bradford and Truth respectively. From the onset of the declaration, including its title, one gets the feeling that whatever the article is about, has to do with some serious political issues – political independence being chief among them. On this note, the declaration’s opening statement categorically notes that sometimes “in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for people to dissolve the political bands that have tied them together” (The Declaration of Independence Np). It further goes on to point out that it people have an exclusive right to form a government. 


However, if the former government fails to live up to expectations and protect the people’s freedoms and rights to life, liberty and happiness, then these same people are at liberty to abolish the government. This implies that liberty means the freedom of the governed to form a government and abolish it is it fails to protect the people’s freedom or act in accordance with the duties for which it was instituted. Liberty, within “The Declaration of Independence” is therefore at work when members of a sovereign State, guided by the principles of self-rule, abolish a non-functioning government and institute a new one based on principles and organization that according to them, will most likely effect their Happiness and Safety. On the same note, Bradford’s “Of Plymouth Plantation” seems to hold a similar political meaning of liberty, although as already mentioned, it is not as profound or direct as that expressed in “Declaration of Independence” article.  Therefore Bradford’s article speak little about governance. In the foreword, it is mentioned that he was elected governor of the people. This shows that in as early as that time, self-rule was something valued by people. At the same time, the article makes it clear that the separatist movement decided to leave their initial homeland in England was because the government of the day did not accept their different way of life (122). At one point, the people decide to warn Morton against his bad leadership and shady trading deals. It is stated that the people of Plymouth send letters and messengers to send a warning message to Morton and ask him to change because his actions would, in the end, affect the people’s lives, freedom, peace and happiness (146).  This, pointing out of mistakes and demand for accountability is what liberty entails.


A theological or religious perspective is one more dimension through which the meaning of liberty can and has been explored within the textual pieces. This point of view mainly deals with the freedom from the bondage of sin. It also sees liberty as the freedom to decide what, when, when, and how to worship without fear of discrimination or persecution of any kind. From this perspective, true liberty means an individual’s liberation from all their sins, sinful feelings, and deviant thoughts and behavior. Therefore with this form of liberty one gets liberation from the inside, and the assumption is that when one is liberated from the inside, he/she is able to use the external liberty in the right manner. By external liberty, I mean the other forms of liberty based on the philosophical, political, human rights and general perspectives. On this note, this form of liberty is best explored in Bradford’s “Of Plymouth Plantation” than in “The Declaration of Independence” or Truth’s “Speech to the Women’s Rights Convention.” This is because the article by Bradford mainly speaks of a religious faction that moved from England out of persecution and settled in the Plymouth Plantation, Massachusetts, in America in 1620 (Bradford 120). Liberty from a theological perspective means the freedom of people to worship without restrictions or persecution. Bradford’s article, therefore, examines the way in which this liberty means for the people who live their homeland and settle in the plantation.  The reader is notified that Bradford, like the rest of the community of believers, were referred to as separatist because they preached and followed a doctrine that was seen to be nonconformist because it did not live by the teachings of the Church of England. The author shows that the effects of disregarding religious liberty lead to persecutions and exiles.


The human rights perspective is also an important pillar where the meaning of liberty can be examined in detail. This perspective defines liberty as the freedom to be treated as equal to all other human beings. This means that a person’s worth should not be judged based on factors that differentiate him or her from fellow human beings. These factors include but are not limited to gender, racial identity, age, nationality, and social status among others. This form of liberty, therefore, means that every individual, all other factors put aside, is granted freedom and access to all that appertains to human dignity and self-improvement without being subjected to any forms of bias, prejudice, or discrimination. This liberty is universal in that is deserved and should be enjoyed by all human beings in the worlds, and it is also egalitarian in the sense that it should not be more for some and less for other. Put in simpler terms it is and should be equal to all people, at all places, at any one time. Although this meaning of liberty is expressed within the three pieces being analyzed in this paper, it is apparent that it holds more strength and ground in Truth’s “Speech to the Women’s Rights Convention” than in “The Declaration of Independence” and Bradford’s “Of Plymouth Plantation.” This is because the speech by Sojourner Truth is an aggressive condemnation of gender inequality. The speaker speaks against the many instances where women’s liberty is stepped on and freedom denied based on the mere virtue of them being born female. Truth condemns the stereotypes that have persisted in the society since time immemorial that have consequently placed man above the woman and all of the world’s creation (Truth Np). 


Truth, therefore, speaks and defines the meaning of liberty from a human rights perspective, and more so, from the foundation of gender equality. From this speech, there is no doubt that Truth sees herself as a woman who has attained liberty. She portrays this by making it known that she does not allow negative gender stereotypes confine her or push her to a corner simply because she is a woman. She says that she does not depend on a man for anything, she works hard as any man would and sometimes even work harder than a man can. She bears pain, the lash, and the disappointments the same way men do – and therefore nobody has the right to treat her as a lesser human being just because she is not a man. She seems to be telling the audience, if you have any challenge for a man, bring it on and let us see if I will not handle it just as well if not better than he can. Therefore, within Truth’s peace, liberty means equality not just between man and woman, but also between whites and colored people. This mostly comes out in the opening paragraph where she mentions about “the negroes in the South and the women at the North, all talking about their rights, the white men will be in a fix pretty soon” (Np). This implies that to Truth, the fight for one’s rights is a fight for liberty. Gaining these rights means that one is liberated from all forms of restrictions – be it legal, social, economic, political, or otherwise. Liberty therefore within Truth’s “Speech to the Women’s Rights Convention” means ultimate freedom and right to equality and equal treatment. 


However, based on the human rights perspective, the meaning of liberty is slightly different but related, to Truth’s within “The Declaration of Independence, as well as in Bradford’s “Of Plymouth Plantation.”  On this note, “The Declaration of Independence” views liberty from a human rights point of view as the freedom of people to make decisions and be treated right at all times. This rightful treatment should be between one person to the other and between the government and the governed. When each respects the role and opinions of the other, then liberty can be said to be in existence. However, failure to this, then liberty will be undermined, people will not live satisfactory lives, and ultimately happiness will be eroded (The Declaration of Independence Np). On the other hand, Bradford sees liberty from this perspective as the ultimate freedom of people to be respected despite having different religious stands. After all, freedom of worship and even association are universal basic human rights that all human beings in all regions of the world are entitled to enjoy. Therefore, although all the three pieces address the issue of liberty from a human rights perspective, I feel that Truth’s meaning of liberty takes a more specific consideration of the concept as compare to Bradford’s article as well as the Declaration article – both of which are too generalized, prompting one to carefully sieve the information in order to derive the meaning.
The general perspective is the final line of consideration explored in this paper. This point of view is general and simplistic in that it basically takes liberty to the all-encompassing freedom. In other words, this point of view does not view the concept of liberty from any single perspective but rather combines all of them together.
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On this note, the overall perspective sees liberty as the state of being free from any form of oppressive restriction that may be imposed by an external authority on a person’s behavior, their way of life, or political views. In other words, liberty from this generalized perspective refers to the power and freedom to act the way one pleases, or in other words pursue that which they prefer or interests them without fear of legal, social, political, economic, or any other imposed restrictions. On this note, it seems that Bradford generally sees liberty as the freedom of people to do whatever they feel like if they deem it fit. This is why the religious community even feels that it has the freedom to go into exile and settle somewhere more peaceful. “The Declaration of Independence” views liberty as the freedom of both the governed and their government to do all that appertains to the achievement of happiness, safety, and liberty. At the same time, Truth simply sees liberty as tantamount to equality and the freedom for people of different genders and races to do whatever they want without being restricted by virtue of their different affiliations and identities.
Therefore, what comes out clearly is that from whatever angle one looks at the concept of liberty, the truth is that it is a fundamental human necessity that all nations and individuals should strive to achieve at all costs. The three pieces analyzed herein all indicate that liberty is valuable because it is in one way or the other an expression of what we see as valuable about us as human beings. There is an ancient English saying that says, if all is lost except for liberty, then you are still rich. This simply means that over and above everything liberty is the most important thing a human being can have. 
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