Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. These words from the Declaration of Independence are
repeated so often that they might seem normalized to the ordinary citizen. But in 1776, they were
revolutionary. Thomas Jefferson wrote that all people are “endowed by their Creator with certain
unalicnable Rights,” and that governments derive “their just powers from the consent of the governed.
Among those rights, liberty was the most pressing — because without freedom from arbitrary power, life
becomes survival, and happiness becomes nothing more than a condition.
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For the colonists, liberty meant protection against a distant authority that ruled without
representation. The Stamp Act taxed their printed materials.” the Townshend Acts imposed duties on
cveryday goods.® British soldiers were quartered in private homes.* Writs of assistance allowed sweeping
scarches without specific cause.” When Patrick Henry declared, “Give me liberty or give me death!™ he
was articulating a belicf that life without self-government was diminished. To them, liberty meant the
ability to shape the laws that improved their lives.

Yet the promise of 1776 remained incomplete. Because enslaved people, women, and Native
Americans were still excluded from its protections. Decades later, Frederick Douglass would ask, “What,
to the American slave, is your fourth of July?"”® His question revealed the gap between America’s words
and its actions. Our country promised liberty to all while denying it to many — that is why American
history has largely been an argument over who belongs within that promise. However, such a relevant
argument is not confined to history textbooks. It continues to shape the lives of families like mine.

When my family legally immigrated to the United States twenty years ago, they did not come
because America was a perfect nation. They came because it was governed by laws — and because those
laws, at their best, restrained power. Liberty for my parents was not pretentious. It defined the ability to
work without bribery or corruption. It meant that if they followed the law, the law would protect them in
return. It meant the freedom to practice their faith openly, to speak their language at home without fear, to
pursuc education for their children without discrimination written into policy.

Their understanding of America was not instantancous. They learned new systems, navigated
unfamiliar institutions, and adjusted to cultural differences. But what made that process possible was
stability — the expectation that rights would not depend on who was in power that year. The Due Process
Clausc of the Fourtcenth Amendment protects individuals from unwarranted government intrusion.” Equal
protection promises that laws apply consistently.!’ Those constitutional guarantees allowed my family to
plan for a future rather than live cautiously from one political shift to the next.

As a first-generation American, | grew up with the same freedoms my parents once hoped for:
access to public education, the ability to speak openly in civic discussions, the right to vote when | come
of age. The First Amendment protects freedom of religion and speech.' These protections shape my daily
lifc more than | often notice. | can question policy without fearing punishment. [ can write about politics
without permission from the state. Yet, such a normalcy is a privilege rooted in constitutional restraint.



Liberty fecls fragile when its application is inconsistent. Debates over immigration, borders, and
belonging are not theoretical for families like mine. They determine whether people feel secure or
unsettled in the place that they live. The same principle that animated colonial resistance — rejection of
unchecked authority — still matters. Liberty requires laws; it also requires that those laws respect human
dignity and apply evenly. When enforcement of these natural rights becomes selective towards specific
and marginalized communities, the promise of liberty narrows.

The constitution’s system of checks and balances reflects the Founders’ understanding that power
expands if left unchecked.'? Courts review executive action, congress writes laws, and citizens vote for a
reason: to prevent the concentration of authority that the colonists resisted in 1776.

As | look ahead, I sce liberty through three lenses. For my parents, it meant lawful opportunity
and protection from arbitrary government. For me, it means civic participation without fear— the
responsibility to stay informed, to engage respectfully in politics, and to hold institutions accountable. For
the future, liberty must mean consistency. It cannot be applied to selective people or situations when it
benefits the people who were elected to protect it. If it is truly unalienable, its application cannot depend
on origin, accent, or political convenience.

I’m the daughter of immigrants. Therefore, | do not view liberty as inevitable. | sce it as a living
obligation. My family’s story is possible because constitutional principles were honored consistently
cnough to build stability. My responsibility is to ensure that stability extends beyond my own experience.
Liberty endures only when defended fairly — not only when it protects us, but when it protects someone
whose story began somewhere else and continues here. That pledge of belonging has long been captured
in onc enduring American symbol which floats on Liberty Island.

At the base of the Statue of Liberty, Emma Lazarus’s words still face the harbor: “Give me your
tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe frec... 1 lift my lamp beside the golden door.”**
Her words represent the promise that liberty is not reserved for the fortunate or the familiar, but extended
to those seeking dignity and opportunity. For generations, families have crossed oceans believing that the
“golden door” leads to laws that protect the chance to build a future. If liberty is to remain meaningful,
that lamp cannot flicker with political winds. It must shine steadily, for those who arrived centuries ago
and for those who are still on their way.
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