
The Bill of Rights Playbook 

 

James Madison famously said, “All power is originally vested in, and consequently derived from, 

the people.” Also recognizing the inherent power of the people, Thomas Jefferson stated, “A Bill of 

Rights is what the people are entitled to against every government on earth.” These quotes aptly 

describe the purpose of the Bill of Rights: To protect the natural rights of American citizens against 

overreaching government power. The Bill of Rights consists of the first ten amendments to the 

Constitution and it prohibits governmental interference with certain inalienable rights of the people, 

including freedom of religion, speech and assembly; freedom from unreasonable search and seizure; 

freedom from cruel and unusual punishment; and the right to equal treatment under the law and due 

process. The Bill of Rights thus codifies a set of civil liberties all American citizens have that cannot be 

infringed by government action. The Bill of Rights constitutes the playbook for protecting our civil 

liberties; but, is the Bill of Rights enough? 

Having a defined set of written civil liberties embodied in our Constitution makes them more 

durable and sets the legal standard for courts to strike down government action that infringes on those 

civil liberties. Countless rulings of the federal courts have struck down government action to protect the 

rights embodied in the Bill of Rights. For example, in the landmark United States Supreme Court case of 

New York Times v. United States, known as the “Pentagon Papers Case,” the Court held that the 

executive branch’s attempt to block publication of information concerning the Vietnam War violated the 

First Amendment. The impact of this ruling is far-reaching and remains relevant today because a free 

press is imperative to holding the government accountable and serves as a check on government power. 

If the government can simply hide its actions from the people it serves behind claims of national security 

or other reasons, corruption will ensue. Without the freedom of the press clearly delineated in the First 

Amendment of the Bill of Rights, the Court would not have had a legal basis to strike down the executive 

branch’s attempt to cover up its actions. 

So, we can see how the Bill of Rights provides the foundation to protect our civil liberties. It is a 

defined set of rights we all agree should be protected. But we can also see how the Bill of Rights only has 

teeth if the courts enforce those rights. One prime example of what can happen when rights are 

protected on paper but not in reality is freedom of the press in Russia. Russia’s constitution prohibits 

censorship and protects freedom of expression, but journalists are frequently jailed and killed for 

criticizing political leaders and exposing government corruption. There is no enforcement of the rights 



written on paper. This reveals the limitations of a codification of rights such as the Bill of Rights. A 

codification of rights is necessary but is not sufficient to protect civil liberties. 

James Monroe understood this well when he said, “We must support our rights or lose our 

character, and with it, perhaps, our liberties.” Monroe understood the importance of the American 

people’s actions in upholding civil liberties. The Bill of Rights is important because it is our playbook to 

support rights and civil liberties. But like any playbook, the plays are only as good as the players. As 

Americans, we must support the Bill of Rights in our words and actions. We must strive to ensure our 

leaders and courts remain steadfast in upholding and enforcing the Bill of Rights without regard to 

political whim. 


