Homework  AP US Government  United States Ideals / Values  Due May 18, 2012
Eric Foner, The Story of American Freedom, 1998

No idea is more fundamental to Americans’ sense of themselves as individuals and as a nation than freedom.  The central term in our political vocabulary, “freedom” – or “liberty,” with which it is almost always used interchangeably – is deeply embedded in the documentary record of our history and the language of everyday life.  The Declaration of Independence lists liberty among humankind’s inalienable rights:  The Constitution announces as its purpose to secure liberty’s blessings….  If asked to explain or justify their actions, public or private, Americans are likely to respond, “It’s a free country,”  “Every person in the street, white, black, red or yellow,” wrote the educator and statesman Ralph Bunche in 1940, “knows that his is the ‘land of the free…the cradle of liberty.’”

Foreign visitors have frequently been struck not only by Americans’ commitment to freedom but by their conviction, to quote the British writers James Bryce, that they are the “only people” truly to enjoy it.  …Questions such as the justice of the economic order or the relations between racial and ethnic groups, understood in many other places as problems of equality or community, tend to be discussed here in the language of freedom.  Today, when asked to chose between equality and freedom, three quarters of Americans give priority to freedom. … “Being American is to be free…”…

The Story of American Freedom is both ambiguous and ironic…. Of actual events and an invention.  Over the course of our history, American freedom has been both a reality and a mythic ideal – a living truth for millions of Americans; a cruel mocker for others.  For some, freedom has been a birthright taken for granted.  For others, it is “not a gift but an achievement,” in the words of the philosopher Samuel DuBois Cook, a close friend of Martin Luther King, Jr.  “Historically and morally speaking,” Cook added, freedom “is the fruit of struggles, tragic failures, tears, sacrifices, and sorrow.”

What are U.S. ideals?  Values?  Character?
	Do people in the U.S. – whether born in the U.S. or an immigrant – share common values?  Why or why not?



	


                         Ideals and/or values often associated with the United States:
	Ideal (value)
	Agree because
	Disagree because
	This ideal is important / not important because…

	Representative democracy (e.g. voting for City Council, Senators, etc.)


	
	
	

	Free enterprise / private property (capitalism)
	
	
	

	Individualism
	
	
	

	Equality
	
	
	

	Justice or rule of law
	
	
	

	Opportunity
	
	
	

	Civil liberties (e.g. speech, religion, association, assembly, press)
	
	
	

	Liberty / freedom
	
	
	

	Plurality (“Of many, one”)
	
	
	


