
Defining and Debating 
America's Founding Ideals 
What are America's founding ideals, and why are 
they important7 

2.1 introduction 

On a June day in 1776, Thomas Jefferson set to work in a rented room in 
Philadelphia. His task was to draft a document that would explain to the world 
why Great Britain's 13 American colonies were declaring themselves to be 
"free and independent states." The Second Continental Congress had appointed - ;re-rnan committee to draft this dwlaration of independence. At 33. Jefferson 
bas one of the committee's youngest and least experienced members, but his 
training in law and political philosophy had prepared him for the task. He 
picked up his pen and began to write words that would change the world. 

Had he been working at home, Jefferson might have turned to his large 
library for inspiration. Instead, he relied on what was in his head to make the 
declaration "an expression of the American mind." He began, 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that 
they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that 
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.-That to 
secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men,  deriving their 
just powers from the consent of the governed. 

-Thomas Jefferson, Declaration of Independence, 1 776 

In these two sentences, Jefferson set forth a vision of a new nation based 
on ideals. An ideal is a principle or standard of perfection that we are always 
trying to achieve. In the years leading up to the Declaration, the ideals that 
Jefferson mentioned had been written about and discussed by many colonists. 
Since that time, Americans have sometimes fought for and sometimes ignored 
these ideals. Yet, throughout the years, Jefferson's words have continued ra 
provide a vision of what it means to be an American. In this chapter, you will 
read about our nation's founding ideals, how they were defined in 1776, and 

t -*^ w they are sti l l  being debated today. 

In many ways Thomas Jefferson, shown 
here with his fellow committee members 
Benjamin Franklin and John Adams, was 
an odd choice to write the Declaration of 
Independence. Not only was Jefierson 
young and inexperienced, he was also a 
slaveholder. For all his fine words about 
liberty and equality, Jefferson proved 
unwilling tr, apply his "self-evident" trhths 
to the men and women he held rn bondage. 

4 An early edited draft ot the Declaration of Independence 



In 1848, a group of warnen used thn 
Declaration of tndependence a s  a model f o r  
their own Deciaration of Sentiments on 
women's rights. They deciared That "all men 
and women are c r e a t ~ d  eoual." Achieving 
equal~ty, howaver, has been a tremendous 
struggle. This photograph shows a woman, 
some 70 yaars letor, still marching for the 
riqht to vote. 

For much of our history, Afrlcan Americans 
were treated a s  less than equal to whifes. 
No one knaw that better thanthese Memphis 
sanitation workers when they went on str! ke 
!n 1968. Their signs reminded the nation that 
each person In our society should be treated 
wi:h eqoal respect 
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2.2 The First Founding Ideal: Equality 

"We lzuld 111ese ~ru ths  re I F P  ~ ~ ( f - ~ v i d e n t .  that a// men are cwaled equal." 

When Jefferson wrote these wards, this "mn~th" was anything but self-evident, o. 
obvious. Throughoi~t history, almost a11 swief ies had been divided into unequal 
groups, casks, or social classes. Depending on the place and tme,  the divi- 
sions were described in different terms-patricians and plebeians, lords and 
serfs, noble? and commoners, masters and slaver. Rut wherever one looked. 
some people had far more wealth and power than others. Equal*, or the ideal 
situation in which all people are treated the same %lay and valued equally, was 
the exception, not the rule, 

Defining Equality h "S6 For many Americans of Jefferson's time, the ideal 
of equalicy was based on the Christian belief that all people are equal in God's 
eyes. The colonists saw themselves as rooting this ideal on American soil They 
shunned Etlrope's social systcm. with ils many ranks of nobjli~y, and prided 
themselves on having "no rank above that of freeman." 

This view of eqzraliry, however, iynored the ranks below "freeman." In 
1776. there was no equality for the haff million slaves who labored in the 
colonies. Nor was there equality for women. who were viewed ar inferior to 
men in terms of their ability 10 participate in society. 

Debating Equality Today Over time, Americans have trlade great progress in 
expand~ng equality. Slavey was abolished in 1 865. ln 1920, a constitutionaE 
amcndrnent guarant;eed all American women the right to vote. Many laws today 
ensure equal treatment of all citizens, regardless of ape, gender. physical a'bili - 
national background, and race. 

Yet some people-both past and present-have argued h a t  achieving 
equal rights does not necessarily mean achieving equality. Americans will not 
achieve equality, they q u e ,  until we address differences in weal1 h, education, 
and power. This "'equality of condition" extends ro all aspects of life, including 
living standards, job opportunities, and medical care. 

Is equality of condition an achievable goal? IF so, how might it best be 
achieved? These and other questions about equality are likely to be hotly 
debated for years to ccornc. 



2.3 The Second Founding Ideal: Rights 

"fiq are endowed by rhdr Crearor with ccvfain vnnlienable Rights." 

The. idea that people have certain rights would have seemed self-eiident to 
most Americans in Jefferson's day. kghts are powers or privileges granted to 
people either by an agreement among themselves or by law. Living in British 
colonies, Americans believed they were entitled to the "rights of Englishmen." 
nest rights, such as the right to a trial by l u n  or 10 be taxed only with their 
consent, had slowly been established over hundreds of years. The colonists 
believed, with some jushce, that having these rights set them apart from other 
peoples in the world. 

I 
Defining Rights in 1776 Jefferson, however, 
was not thinking about specific legal or polit- 
ical rights when he wrote of "unalienable 
rights." He had in mind righb so basic and 
so essential to being human that no govern- 
ment should take them away. Such rights 
were not, in hrs view, limited to the privi- 
leges won by the English people. 'l'hey were 
rights belonging to all humankind. 

This universal definition of rights was 
strongly influenced by the English philoso- 
pher John Locke. Writing a century earlier, 
Locke had argued that 41 people earned cer- 
tain naturaI rights simply by being born. 
Lock& identfied these natural r i g h ~  as the 
rights to life, liberty, and property. h k e  
further argued that the main purpose of gov- 
ernments was fa preserve these rights. When 
a government failed in thls duty, citizens had 
the right to overthrow it. 

Debating Rights Today The debate over 
what rights our government should preserve 
began more than two centuries ago, with the 
writing of the U .S .  Constitution and the Rill 
of Rights, and conrjnues to this day. The 
Constitution (and its amendments) specfie-s 
many basic rights, including the right to I vore, to speak fredy, to choose one's faith, and to receive fair Weatment and 
equal justice under tk law. However, some people argue that the government 
should also protect certain ccono~ric and social rights, such as the right tn 
health care or to a clean environment. 

Should our definition of rights be expanded to include new privileges? Or 
i are there limits to the numkr of rights a government can protect? Either way, 

who should decide which nghts are right for w h y ?  I 

This celebration of the Bill of Rights was 
painted by Polish American artistArthur Szyk 
in 1949. It includes a number of Revo(utionary 
War-era syrnbnls, such as flags, Minutemen, 
and America's national bird, the bald ~agle .  
Szyk wanted his work t o  promote hurnarl 
r ights .  'An is no1 my aim," he maintained, 
"it is my means." 
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Every year, millions visit the Liberty Bell in 
Philadelphia's Independence National Historic 
Park. The huge bell was commissioned by the 
Pennsylvania Assembly in 1753. Its every peal 
was meant to proclaim 'libwty throughout all 
the land." Badly cracked and battersd, the 
bell is now silent But it rsmains a beloved 
symbol of freedom. 

Debating ti berty Today If asked to define liberty today, most Americans 
would probably say it is the f~ecdorn to make choices about who we are, what 
we believe, and how we live. They would probably also agree that l i k t y  is not 
absolute. For people to have complete freedom, there must be no restrictions 
on how they think, speak, or act. They must be aware of what their choices are 
and have the power to decide among those choices. In all societies, there are 
h t s  to liberty. We are not, for exampte, free to ignore laws or to recklessly 
endanger others. 

'Just how liberty should be limited is a matter of debate. For example, most 
of us support freedom of speech. especially when it applies to speech we agree 
with. Rut what about s p x h  that we don't a m  with or that hurts others, such 
as hate speech? Should people be at liberty to say anything they please. no mat- 
ter how hurtful it is to others? Or should Liberty k limited at tima to serve a 
greater good? If so, who should decide how, why, and under what circumstances 
Liberty should be limited? 
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"happiness" among the rights of a people 
. . . except for a select and fortunate few. The great mass of people were 
doomed to labor by the sweat of their brows, tirelessly and ceaselessly, 
simply in order to survive . . . It was an inspiration on Jefferson's part to 
replace [property] with "pursuit of happiness" . . . It embedded in the 
opening sentences of the declaration thal comparatively new . . . idea that a 
life of weary toil . . . was not the only possible destiny of "the people." 

r -Page Smith, A New Age Now Begins, 1976 

I The destiny that Jefferson imagined was one of endless opportunity, or the 
chance for people to pursue their hopes and dreams. 

Defining Opportunity in '1776 The idea that America was a land of opportunity 
was as old as the colonies thernselvts. Very soon after colonist John Smith first 
set foot in Jarnestown in 1607, he proclaimed that here "every man may be 
master and owner of his owne labour and land." Though Jarnestown did not live 
up to that promise, opportunity was the great lure that drew colonists across 
the At1 antic to pursue new Lives in a new land. 

Horatio AJgwr, author of Strive and Succeed, 
wrote more than 100 "dime novels" in the late 
1800s. Many of these inexpensive books were 
about opportunity. They showed how a poor 
boy might achieve the American dream of 
success through hard work, courage, and 
concern for others. 

Debating Opportunity Today More than two centuries after the Declaration of 
Independence was penned, the ideal of opportunity still draws newcomers to 
our shores. For most, economic opportunity is the big draw. Here they hope to 
frnd work at a decent wage. For others, opportunity means the chance to reunite 
families, get an education, or live in peace. 

For all Americans, the ideal of opportunity raises important questi'ons. Has 
the United States offered equal opportunity to all of its people? Or have some 
enjoyed more opportunity to pursue their dreams than have others? Is it enough 
to "level the playing field so that everyone has the same chance to succeed in 
life? Or should special efforts be made to expand opportunities for the least 
fortunate among us? 
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2.6 The Fifth Founding Ideal: Democracy 
"That to secure lhese righrs, Governrnevsts are imlitufed among Men, deriving 
their just powersfrorn rhe consent oJ the governed." 

In these few words, Jefferson described the basis of a democracy-a system 
of government founded on the simple principle tbat the power to rule comes 
from the consent of h e  governed. Power is not inherited by family members, 
as in a monarchy. Nor is jt seized and exercised by force, as io a dictatorship. 
In a democracy, the people have the power to choose their leaders and shape 
the laws that govern them. 

Defining Democracy in 1776 The colonists were farnil ia with the worlungs 
of democracy. For many generations, the people had run their local govern- 
ments. In town meetings or colonial assemblies, colonists had learned to work 
together to solve common problems. They knew democracy worked on a small 

The right to vote is so basic to a democracy scale. But two quesdons remained. First, could democracy be made to work in 
that most Americans today think link about it. a country spread over more lhan a rhousand miles? In 1776, many people were 
For much of our history, however, that right no1 sure tbat it could. 
was denied to women and most African The secoud question was h i s :  Who should speak for "the goven~ed"? In 
Americans. Their "consent" was not con- colonjal times, only white, adult, property-owning men were allowed to vote 
sidered important to those who governed. or hold office. This narrow definition of voters did not sit well with many 

Americans, even then. "How can a Man be said to [be] free and independent," 
protested citizens of Massachuse~ in 1778, "when he has not a voice allowed 
lum" to vote? As for women, their voices were not yet heard a1 all. 

Debating Democracy Today The debale over who should speak for the gov- 
erned was long and heated. It took women more than a century of tenacious 
struggle to gain voting rights. For many minority groups, democracy was denied 
for even longer. Today, the right to vote is universal for all American citizens 
over the age of 18. 

Having gained the right to vote, however, many people today do not use 
it. Their lack of participation raises challenging questions. W3y do so many 
Americans choose not to make their voices heard? Can democracy survive if  
large numbers of citizens decide not to participate in public affairs? 

The stars on the official American flag sym- 
bolize the 50 states that make up our country. 
The faces on this painting symbolize the many 
peoples who have come together to create a 
democratic society in the United States. 


