
THe BIg PIcTuRe: WHaT tHe BIlL oF RIgHtS MEaNs tO YOu

YOU CAN go to a church of your own 
choosing, observe your religious 
traditions, express your opinions, publish 
them as you wish, get together with 
like-minded people and convey your 
collective sentiment to the government.

practice religion in conflict 
with the law or in the public 
sphere with public support, 
taunt people to pick fights 
with them, threaten national 
security, or maliciously 
ruin a reputation.

FREEDOM OF PRESS, RELIGION, 
ASSEMBLY & PETITION

BUT YOU CAN’T...

own a gun without 
background checks or 
registration (in some 
places). Can't just shoot 
at random, either. Murder 
and mayhem are still 
against the law.

BUT YOU CAN’T...
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YOU CAN own a gun, just in case 
the government should find itself in 
the need of a well-trained militia.
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relatives overstay their 
welcome.

BUT YOU CAN’T...

YOU CAN be free from the 
government forcing you to let 
soldiers stay in your house without 
permission.
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be protected from all 
searches. Generally, police 
need a warrant to search 

careful what you carry in 
your car or say on your 
phone. 

BUT YOU CAN’T...

YOU CAN be protected from 
unreasonable searches and seizures 
by the police
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take back a confession 
given before you were 
read your Miranda rights. 
The cat's out of the bag 
and the confession 
usually counts. 

BUT YOU CAN’T...

YOU CAN be safe from arrest, 
imprisonment, self-incrimination, 

being put to death without due 
process of law.
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YOU CAN expect a speedy trial, 
to be told what you are accused 
of, and to have a lawyer to help 
you sort it all out.

assume a "speedy trial" 
won't take years, or that 
your overworked public 
defendant lawyer won't 
be something less than 
crackerjack. 

RIGHTS OF PERSONS ON
TRIAL FOR CRIMES

BUT YOU CAN’T...

avoid jury duty forever. 
It's an obligation implied 
by the right to a jury trial.

BUT YOU CAN’T...
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YOU CAN have a trial by jury.
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avoid punishments if 
you've earned them. So 
don't push your luck.

BUT YOU CAN’T...

YOU CAN hope you never 
have to ponder what “cruel” 
and “unusual” mean.  Even 
SCOTUS isn’t entirely sure.
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completely rely on that. 
Some Supreme Court 
justices think you have 
only the rights listed here 
and no more.

BUT YOU CAN’T...

YOU CAN have more rights 
than just the ones listed here 
(this is what Hamilton was 
talking about in Federalist 78).
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avoid being subject to 50 
sets of state laws, which 
means that joint you 
packed in Colorado could 
get you arrested when 
you're back in Indiana.

BUT YOU CAN’T...

YOU CAN, if you’re a state, get 
all powers not needed by 
Congress to carry out its duties 
(see Article 1, Section 8).
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Americans like to think that the founders were so concerned with our personal freedoms that they 
created a bedrock of liberty for us to stand on. But of course, the Bill of Rights is a political document, 
and the founders weren’t motivated so much by concern for us as by fear of a powerful national 
government that might use the coercive power of the state for its own ends. Notice that not one of our 
liberties—even the right to life—is absolute.  
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