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The Declaration of Independence is a document at the core of what it means to be an 

American citizen. Values of equality, freedom, the right to self-government, all stem from this 

important document. The declaration itself however, provides little insight to how these values 

and many more actually manifest themselves in everyday life, appearing idealistic, remote, and 

abstract to someone with little exposure to the document. For someone who has never read the 

declaration before or is only beginning to get familiar with its language, Susan Griffin’s 

“Liberty” is a perfect place to start to get a sense of how these values might apply to them.  

By many standards, Griffin’s writing as it relates to the declaration is unorthodox, 

straying from the traditional linguistical analysis that typically accompanies writing which 

examines the declaration, and instead turning to personal experience as the focal point of her 

writing. This nontraditional use of personal experience coupled with historical speculation, can 

draw criticism from a field of writing that is comprised primarily of historical writers. Griffin, 

however, is not trying to accomplish what other works on the declaration have done, even going 

so far as to admit that she is not, in fact a historical writer (41). Instead the success of Griffin’s 

piece stems from the method with which she provides readers to examine the workings of 

democracy in their own lives, allowing them to connect personal experiences with democratic 

values and what it means to be a member of a democratic society. 

Griffin’s writing centers around a method which she lays out for her readers, which 

allows them to examine their own lives and in turn, obtain a greater appreciation for the 

Declaration of Independence and its values. Throughout the course of her writing, Griffin never 

explicitly lays out her so called “method”, but it is possible to compose it into three main steps: 

(1) locate a small or seemingly insignificant experience in childhood, (2) reflect on that 
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experience as an adult, (3) compare your childish view of the situation to your adult view and 

draw out a larger meaning or value. This “method” that Griffin presents is evident in the very 

first childhood memory she recounts and her interaction with the value of reason. Griffin 

recounts an interaction she had with her father just before her sixth birthday. Griffin describes 

how she wanted to go and play with her older sister, but her father told Griffin that her older 

sister was off with her own friends and did not want to play with her. She then reflects, as an 

adult, on her initial response to her father’s explanation of how she could not possibly understand 

how her sister did not wish to be with her: “‘She does not’ I said expressing an imperious 

confidence…I remain furious with my father for the next hour, treating him as if he were an evil 

gate keeper, thwarting my will out of pure spit” (3-4). But through conversations with her father 

she comes to an understanding, later reflecting that “It is as clear as the light of day to me now 

that through his conversations and many others like it, he was introducing me to reason. Though 

I was not yet capable of being reasonable, his attempts to explain the causes of a circumstance 

that led to a childish but intense grievance were helping me learn” (4). Through this personal 

experience Griffin’s method shows true. First, she identifies a small experience in childhood, in 

this case one where she did not understand her sisters desire to be away from her. Second, she 

reflects on the experience as an adult, looking at as a child how she had not yet come to 

understand the idea of being reasonable, so she was not able to understand the situation with her 

older sister. Third, she then moves to draw out the value of this experience relating how her 

interactions with her father from this experience laid a foundation for her understanding of what 

it means to have reason. Through providing a personal experience of her own, Griffin is able to 

present the reader with a method that they can map onto their own experiences, providing readers 

the opportunity, through self-experience, to better understand the declaration and its values.  
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Griffin builds off of her method, which allows a person to come to understand democratic 

values through their own personal experience, by coupling a message about the importance of 

self-agency. In a similar manner to how she comes to understand democratic values in her life, 

Griffin also comes to understand self-agency through her childhood experiences. She reflects on 

how her difficult childhood, moving between living with multiple family members and homes, 

helped build her sense of independence and self-reliance. She when reflecting on her decision to 

live with her mother and stepfather, “In one of the strange paradoxes of fate, that my mother 

treated me with respect and equality gave me the sense of agency I needed to survive her 

neglect” (34). Griffin’s forced independence from a young age helped her develop self-agency 

which she continuously touches on over the course of her piece. In addition, throughout 

“Liberty”, Griffin provides italicized chunks of text, which come to be understood as Griffins 

own reflections of the Scooter Libby case, which was ongoing while she was writing. These 

anecdotes, though seeming out of place for someone unfamiliar with the case, provide yet 

another example of how Griffin came to understand a politically tumultuous situation, while 

keeping intact her own personal and ethical values as they related to the situation.  

In the same way that Griffin was pushed to find her own values early in her life, it can 

also be inferred, that, in a similar manner, it is important for people to use their own personal 

values to claim the declaration as their own, in whatever way that might be. Though the 

declaration in of itself is not specific to a particular group of people, other than citizens of the 

United States, the ability to find personal value and connection with the declaration can only 

serve in support one’s experience as a democratic participant. Griffin acknowledges that this 

process of “self-knowledge is a complicated [one]” (8). Yet is one that is essential to develop in 

order to be active and effective participant in a democracy. This point goes beyond Griffin’s 

thoughts on self-agency, applying to her “method” as well.  The process of deriving meaning out 
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of the declaration through personal experience is not easy and takes time, but the value of being 

able to connect with the document and its meaning is worth the effort put in, as it can allows one 

to be a better contributor in a democratic society. 

It is undeniable that the Declaration of Independence is one of the most important 

documents in American history. The unfortunate reality is, however, that not every citizen has 

the same footing on which to be able to examine this important document. It is a fact that every 

citizen in the United States has a different educational background, whether it be from a high 

school diploma to a PhD. One would hope that, as citizens, we should be able to have the same 

understanding of the declaration, but due in part to these different educational circumstances, at 

times it can be difficult. It is in this light that the value of Susan Griffin’s work comes to the 

forefront. Her decision to create a social understanding of the declaration, as opposed to a 

traditional academic understanding, places her work on a separate, more relatable plane for any 

reader. Griffin’s method shines because anyone can do it, regardless of their education, given 

that we all have had childhood experiences. Griffin’s work can help people better understand the 

declaration and find their own democratic values in a political climate where many people in 

positions of power often try to impose their values on others. In a time when our own thoughts 

can often be muddled by politicians, the media, and even our own family, Susan Griffin’s piece 

can truly help one find clarity.   

  


