Statue of Liberty

This essay aims to look at the history of the Statue of Liberty, why it was built, what is represents, and how it is now in modern times.

Edouard de Laboulaye, a French anti-slavery politician, presented the concept of erecting a monument of liberty in the United States in 1865. This monument would commemorate the United States' century of independence as well as its enduring friendship and political and military cooperation with France[footnoteRef:1]. United States President Grover Cleveland embraced this offer of goodwill, which has been preserved to this day due to its significance. Auguste Bartholdi, a French artist often considered to be one of the best sculptors of all time, backed the concept and began work on the statue in 1870. Fundraising and unity have always been central to the image of the Statue of Liberty. The financial preparations were eventually settled: France would be in charge of designing and building the Statue, while the American people would pay and construct the pedestal. [1:  History.com, “Statue of Liberty”, July 1, 2019, < www.history.com/topics/landmarks/statue-of-liberty>] 


In 1871, Bartholdi visited the United States as part of the statue's design process and picked Bedloe's Island as the statue's location. Despite its modest size, the island had the advantage of being visible to all ships approaching New York, which was also known as the "gateway to America." Gustave Eiffel, who later built the Eiffel Tower, oversaw the construction of the monument, which is made of copper sheets manually hammered into wooden moulds. The design included a lot of symbolism, such as the tablet with the date July 4th 1776 written in Roman numerals, highlighting the United States’ independence. The end of slavery is represented in the broken restraints and chains on the foot of the monument[footnoteRef:2], and her crown represents the sun with spikes representing rays of light shining on those below. The seven spikes also symbolise the world’s nations, seven continents, and seven seas. The torch carried lights the sky with America’s strengths and values, igniting these qualities in anyone who can see / feel it. This symbolism of freedom represents a welcome signal to immigrants that migrate into American culture. [2:  National Park Service, "Abolition", February 26, 2015, <www.nps.gov/stli/learn/historyculture/abolition.htm>] 


France wanted to gather finances to pay for the design and construction process, so they employed public levies, a lottery, and different types of payable entertainment for the French public. This was also the case for the American public, as art exhibits, public auctions, theatrical performances, and prize bouts were also arranged to raise funds to pay for the monument’s pedestal[footnoteRef:3]. Because these techniques were sluggish, Joseph Pulitzer ran an advertising in his newspaper, the 'New York World' in 1885, urging readers to donate to the effort. In exchange, the names of each donor would be published in his newspaper. This finally resulted in success, as over 110,000 individuals gave upwards of 100,000 dollars, securing the remaining money required for the Statue's creation. In July 1884, the Statue of Liberty was finished in France. The monument rose tall above Paris's architecture, awaiting its journey to America. The monuments pedestal was ultimately finished in 1886, and the Statue was rapidly reconstructed by a construction team mainly made up of immigrants. [3:  Law, L., “History of the Statue of Liberty”, Planetware, < www.planetware.com/history-of-the-statue-of-liberty.htm>] 


The Statue of Liberty has also sparked some recent controversy, such as the debate regarding the monument's race. Some believe the monument was modelled after a Caucasian woman, while others believe she was modelled after an African American woman. However, Frederic Auguste Bartholdi picked the Roman goddess Libertas as the emblem of freedom, which many thought was ridiculous given that the female half of the United States population was still forbidden the vote. This disparity was evident on the day the monument was unveiled, since only two women were among the vast audience invited to the Island to participate in the event[footnoteRef:4]. [4:  Perrottet, T., “Liberty’s controversial past finally acknowledged”, February 14, 2020, <www.theaustralian.com.au/travel/statue-of-liberty-museum-sheds-new-light-on-the-landmark/news-story/9ecbdf0577c1c78b0e4704cd7b6439aa>] 


The monument has also been inspected in further detail in recent times, and several physical problems have been found. First, and most obvious, problem is the oxidisation of the copper exterior, which has now turned a mint green. This corrosion has spread around the statue and led to the deterioration of the torch, the crown and spikes, and cause severe structural damage to the shoulder of the torch arm[footnoteRef:5]. Public and tourists alike were initially allowed to go into the torch of the monument, however this was banned just over a hundred years ago. In July 1916 an explosion on Black Tom Island shattered glass windows of many structures around it, killing seven people[footnoteRef:6]. While the danger was apparent back then, with shrapnel hitting the statue, it is not understood why this is the case to this day, as the explosion was caused by the Germans. [5:  Corrosion Doctors, “Statue of Liberty”, <www.corrosion-doctors.org/Landmarks/Statue.htm#:~:text=The%20problem%20that%20most%20necessitated,contact%20in%20the%20same%20electrolyte.>]  [6:  Spitz, J., “Here’s Why you can’t visit the Statue of Liberty’s torch”, NBC News, July 30, 2018, < https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/here-s-why-you-can-t-visit-statue-liberty-s-n895856>] 


The United States, similarly to the UK, still holds many of the values the Statue of Liberty holds, in my opinion. While the views around illegal immigration are very mixed, legal immigration is most often celebrated. Diversity is growing in the west, especially in New York[footnoteRef:7], and it must be empowering that US citizens live in a society where they can look at any individual and consider them American, regardless of skin colour, religion, accent, etc. The importance of the Statue of Liberty is still relevant in modern times, and its impact has allowed America to strive in its acceptance of other cultures.  [7:  “Most Diverse States 2021”, World Population Review, < worldpopulationreview.com/state-rankings/most-diverse-states>] 


