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Democratic Ideals 
 
Democratic Ideals 
Justice: based on fairness, people are treated in an honorable and fair manner according to the 
mores of a society. There is not necessarily a clear, absolute definition of what this means, or of 
what measure or code should be used to determine what justice looks like. Different societies and 
communities may have different value systems which might lead each to a unique approach to 
defining and administering justice. What happens when different systems intersect, and whose 
definition of justice rules? How are those who are “in the minority” guaranteed justice, as 
promised by the pledge of allegiance, which ends, “with liberty and justice for all”? 
 
Equality: When people are demanding equality they are demanding the same treatment, the 
same opportunity, the same status and the same rights under the law as anyone else. This 
becomes complicated because there has been unequal opportunity, treatment, and rights for 
members of certain groups of people throughout our history, which means that some groups have 
had more resources and a more privileged position for centuries. They are in a better position in 
terms of wealth, power, position, and connections to decision makers. If we then treat them in an 
equal manner with those who have not enjoyed the same advantages, the situation remains 
unequal.  
 
Pursuit of happiness: This phrase appears in the Declaration of Independence. It is not defined 
within that document but is generally understood to mean that citizens in the United States 
should be free to engage in that which brings them pleasure, joy, or satisfaction without 
interference or intrusion. The Declaration was written in response to the limits and intrusions that 
the British government placed on the lives and business interests of the American colonists. This 
gets complicated because the same things don’t necessarily make us each happy and what makes 
one person happy may in turn interfere with someone else’s happiness. It also must be noted that 
the Declaration of Independence is not law, and was written at a time when women had few 
rights and enslaved Africans none at all. 
 
Life: The Declaration of Independence also mentions this as an unalienable right guaranteed to 
all men (now understood to include men, women, and children), that all have the right to live 
their lives without fear or threat. This does become complicated in some instances, such as when 
one kills in self-defense, and in situations involving the death penalty.  
 
Liberty: The Declaration of Independence also includes the right of liberty within those 
unalienable rights (rights that cannot be taken away) granted by the Creator to all. Liberty means 
freedom to live your life as an independent person, having the ability to make choices without 
interference or restrictions from others. The most obvious restrictions that the colonists were 
responding to at the time of the writing of the Declaration were those imposed by the king of 
England. It must be noted that while the Declaration states that all men were entitled to the right 
of liberty, it does not address the practice of slavery; enslaved Africans, taken by force from their 
homes and sold to buyers in the United States and other countries continued to be kept in 
bondage long after the British were forced out of North America, and others within the new 
nation experienced severe restrictions on the lives they could lead. There were also severe 
limitations placed on the choices that women could make, and on those other people of color 
living in the colonies/new nation 
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Common Good: The democratic ideal recognizes that there must be a balance between the 
welfare of each individual and the good of the overall population, the population as a whole. 
There are many questions about who decides what is good for the population as a whole; there is 
seldom universal agreement about what is best for all, and it usually means some individuals 
must give up what would be personally good for them so that the population as a whole can 
benefit. There are questions about who should decide what is best for the common good, and 
upon what basis they should make those decisions. There are also questions about whether those 
who get to decide what is best for the common good are always fair and equitable in their 
decisions, and many have felt that their rights have been consistently sacrificed for the benefit of 
others. 
 
Diversity: This concept recognizes that we as a human population are not identical, that there are 
differences in our races, ethnicities, gender, sexual orientation, nationality, and experiences. The 
democratic ideal recognizes these differences and makes no judgment about them; they are 
different, not less than or more than, and in the true ideal we benefit from those differences. This 
is clearly a democratic ideal we have not yet attained, as there is still discrimination and unequal 
treatment of members of various facets of our diverse human community. 
 
Truth: an honest, open, complete, and unvarnished account of how things are. Someone telling 
the truth does so without any intention of deceiving or dissembling, and with the intention of 
conveying information in an accurate and complete way. 
 
Popular sovereignty: This term refers to the authority or rule of the people. The power or 
authority of the government and of governance rests with the people. The government serves the 
will of the people and they are the final authority for what the government does in their name. 
 
Patriotism: Patriots are people committed to working on their nation’s behalf, for the good of 
the community. The original term referred to the colonists who fought for independence from the 
British. It is a very difficult term to define, and it has become politicized in recent times. There 
are some who would say anyone opposing a president’s plan or agenda is not a patriot; others 
insist it is their patriotic duty to speak the truth, to question and challenge policies they oppose so 
that a thoughtful and thorough debate can be held.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
�


