Core Values of American Constitutional Democracy
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Core democratic values are the fundamental beliefs and constitutional principles of American society, which unite all Americans. These values are expressed in the Declaration of Independence, the United States constitution and other significant documents, speeches, and writing of the nation. Below are definitions of some core democratic values.

Source: CIVITAS: A Framework for Civic Education, a collaborative project of the Center for Civic Education and the Council for the Advancement of Citizenship, National Council for the Social Studies Bulletin No. 86, 1991. You can obtain a copy of Civitas by calling 1-800-350-4223.

Fundamental Beliefs:

LIFE: The individual's right to life should be considered inviolable except in certain highly restricted and extreme circumstances, such as the use of deadly force to protect one's own or others' lives.

LIBERTY: The right to liberty is considered an unalterable aspect of the human condition. Central to this idea of liberty is the understanding that the political or personal obligations of parents or ancestors cannot be legitimately forced on people. The right to liberty includes personal freedom: the private realm in which the individual is free to act, to think and to believe, and which the government cannot legitimately invade; political freedom: the right to participate freely in the political process, choose and remove public officials, to be governed under a rule of law; the right to a free flow of information and ideas, open debate and right of assembly; and economic freedom: the right to acquire, use, transfer and dispose of private property without unreasonable governmental interference; the right to seek employment wherever one pleases; to change employment at will; and to engage in any lawful economic activity.

THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS: It is the right of citizens in the American constitutional democracy to attempt to attain — "pursue" — happiness in their own way, so long as they do not infringe upon the rights of others.

COMMON GOOD: The public or common good requires that individual citizens have the commitment and motivation — that they accept their obligation — to promote the welfare of the community and to work together with other members for the greater benefit of all.

JUSTICE: People should be treated fairly in the distribution of the benefits and burdens of society, the correction of wrongs and injuries, and in the gathering of information and making of decisions.

EQUALITY: All citizens have: political equality and are not denied these rights unless by due process of law; legal equality and should be treated as equals before the law; social equality so as there should be no class hierarchy sanctioned by law; economic equality which tends to strengthen political and social equality for extreme economic inequality tends to undermine all other forms of equality and should there fore be avoided.

DIVERSITY: Variety in culture and ethnic background, race, lifestyle, and belief is not only permissible but desirable and beneficial in a pluralist society.

TRUTH: Citizens can legitimately demand that truth-telling as refraining from lying and full disclosure by government be the rule, since trust in the veracity of government constitutes an essential element of the bond between governors and governed.

POPULAR SOVEREIGNTY: The citizenry is collectively the sovereign of the state and hold ultimate authority over public officials and their policies.

PATRIOTISM: Virtuous citizens display a devotion to their country, including devotion to the fundamental values upon which it depends.

Constitutional Principles:

RULE OF LAW: Both government and the governed should be subject to the law.

SEPARATION OF POWERS: Legislative, executive, and judicial powers should be exercised by different institutions in order to maintain the limitations placed upon them.

REPRESENTATIVE GOVERNMENT: The republican form of government established under the Constitution is one in which citizens elect others to represent their interests.

CHECKS AND BALANCES: the powers given to the different branches of government should be balanced, that is roughly equal, so that no branch can completely dominate the others. Branches of government are also given powers to check the power of other branches.

INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS: Fundamental to American constitutional democracy is the belief that individuals have certain basic rights that are not created by government but which government should protect. These are the right to life, liberty, economic freedom, and the "Pursuit of happiness." It is the purpose of government to protect these rights, and it may not place unfair or unreasonable restraints on their exercise. Many of these rights are enumerated in the Bill of Rights.

FREEDOM OF RELIGION: There shall be full freedom of conscience for people of all faiths or none. Religious liberty is considered to be a natural inalienable right that must always be beyond the power of the state to confer or remove. Religious liberty includes the right to freely practice any religion or no religion without government coercion or control.

FEDERALISM: Power is shared between two sets of governmental institutions, those of the states and those of the central or federal authorities, as stipulated by the Constitution.

CIVILIAN CONTROL OF THE MILITARY: Civilian authority should control the military in order to preserve constitutional government.

What is Nonviolent Conflict?
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Nonviolent action is a technique of socio-political action for applying power in a conflict without the use of physical violence. Nonviolent action may involve acts of omission — that is, people may refuse to perform acts that they usually perform, are expected by custom to perform, or are required by law or regulation to perform; acts of commission — that is, people may perform acts that they do not usually perform, are not expected by custom to perform, or are forbidden to perform; or a combination of the two. As a technique, therefore, nonviolent action is not passive. It is not inaction. It is action that is nonviolent. 

These acts comprise a multitude of specific methods of action or "nonviolent weapons." Nearly two hundred have been identified to date, and without doubt, scores more already exist or will emerge in future conflicts. Three broad classes of nonviolent methods exist: nonviolent protest and persuasion, noncooperation, and nonviolent intervention. 

Nonviolent action provides a way to wield power in order to achieve objectives and to sanction opponents without the use of physical violence. Overwhelmingly, nonviolent action is group or mass action. While certain forms of this technique, especially the symbolic methods, may be regarded as efforts to persuade by action, the other forms, especially those of noncooperation, may, if practiced by large numbers, coerce opponents. 

Whatever the issue and scale of the conflict, nonviolent action is a technique by which people who reject passivity and submission, and who see struggle as essential, can wage their conflict without violence. Nonviolent action is not an attempt to avoid conflict. It is one response to the problem of how to wield power effectively. 

What nonviolent action isn’t

Nonviolent action has nothing to do with passivity, submissiveness, and cowardice; just as in violent action, these must first be rejected and overcome.

Nonviolent action is not to be equated with verbal or purely psychological persuasion, although it may use action to induce psychological pressures for attitude change; nonviolent action, instead of words, is a sanction and a technique of struggle involving the use of social, economic, and political power, and the matching of forces in conflict.

Nonviolent action does not depend on the assumption that people are inherently "good"; the potentialities of people for both "good" and "evil" are recognized, including the extremes of cruelty and inhumanity.

People using nonviolent action do not have to be pacifists or saints; nonviolent action has been predominantly and successfully practiced by "ordinary" people.

Success with nonviolent action does not require (though it may be helped by) shared standards and principles, a high degree of community of interest, or a high degree of psychological closeness between the contending groups; this is because when efforts to produce voluntary change fail, coercive nonviolent measures may be employed.

Nonviolent action is at least as much of a Western phenomenon as an Eastern one; indeed, it is probably more Western, if one takes into account the widespread use of strikes and boycotts in the labor movement and the noncooperation struggles of subordinated nationalities.

In nonviolent action there is no assumption that the opponent will refrain from using violence against nonviolent actionists; the technique is designed to operate against violence when necessary.

There is nothing in nonviolent action to prevent it from being used for both "good" and "bad" causes, although the social consequences of its use for a "bad" cause may differ considerably from the consequences of violence used for the same cause.

Nonviolent action is not limited to domestic conflicts within a democratic system; it has been widely used against dictatorial regimes, foreign occupations, and even against totalitarian systems.

Nonviolent action does not always take longer to produce victory than violent struggle would. In a variety of cases nonviolent struggle has won objectives in a very short time — in as little as a few days. The time taken to achieve victory depends on diverse factors — primarily on the strength of the nonviolent actionists.

Source: Sharp, Gene. The Politics of Nonviolent Action (3 Vols.), Boston: Porter Sargent, 1973. Provided courtesy of the Albert Einstein Institution.
Democratic Beliefs and Values
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Rights of the Individual

· Right to life

· Right to liberty

· Right to dignity

· Right to security

· Right to equality of opportunity

· Right to justice

· Right to privacy

· Right to private ownership of property

Freedoms of the Individual

· Freedom to participate in the political process

· Freedom of worship

· Freedom of thought

· Freedom of conscience

· Freedom of assembly

· Freedom of inquiry

· Freedom of expression

Responsibilities of the individual

· To respect human life

· To respect the rights of others

· To be tolerant

· To be honest

· To be compassionate

· To demonstrate self-control

· To participate in the democratic process

· To respect the property of others

Beliefs Concerning Societal Conditions & Governmental Responsibilities

· Societies need laws that are accepted by the majority of the people.

· Dissenting minorities are protected.

· Government is elected by the people.

· Government respects and protects individual rights.

· Government respects and protects individual freedoms.

· Government guarantees civil liberties.

· Government works for the common good

Source: John Jarolimek, Chair, NCSS Task Force on Scope and Sequence, "Social Studies for Citizens of a Strong and Free Nation," in Social Curriculum Planning Resources (Washington, D.C.: National Council for the Social Studies, 1990), 31-32.

Methods of Nonviolent Conflict
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Practitioners of nonviolent struggle have an entire arsenal of "nonviolent weapons" at their disposal. Listed below are 198 of them, classified into three broad categories: nonviolent protest and persuasion, noncooperation (social, economic, and political), and nonviolent intervention. A description and historical examples of each can be found in volume two of The Politics of Nonviolent Action by Gene Sharp.
Nonviolent Protest and Persuasion.

Formal Statements

Public Speeches

Letters of opposition or support

Declarations by organizations and institutions

Signed public statements

Declarations of indictment and intention

Group or mass petitions

Communications with a Wider Audience

Slogans, caricatures, and symbols

Banners, posters, and displayed communications

Leaflets, pamphlets, and books

Newspapers and journals

Records, radio, and television

Skywriting and earthwriting

Group Representations

Deputations

Mock awards

Group lobbying

Picketing

Mock elections

Symbolic Public Acts

Displays of flags and symbolic colors

Wearing of symbols

Prayer and worship

Delivering symbolic objects

Protest disrobings

Destruction of own property

Symbolic lights

Displays of portraits

Paint as protest

New signs and names

Symbolic sounds

Symbolic reclamations

Rude gestures

Pressures on Individuals

"Haunting" officials

Taunting officials

Fraternization

Vigils

Drama and Music

Humorous skits and pranks

Performances of plays and music

Singing

Processions

Marches

Parades

Religious processions

Pilgrimages

Motorcades

Honoring the Dead

Political mourning

Mock funerals

Demonstrative funerals

Homage at burial places

Public Assemblies

Assemblies of protest or support

Protest meetings

Camouflaged meetings of protest

Teach-ins

Withdrawal & Renunciation

Walk-outs

Silence

Renouncing honors

Turning one’s back

Social Noncooperation

Ostracism of Persons

Social boycott

Selective social boycott

Lysistratic nonaction

Excommunication

Interdict

Noncooperation with Social Events, Customs & Institutions

Suspension of social and sports activities

Boycott of social affairs

Student strike

Social disobedience

Withdrawal from social institutions

Withdrawal from the Social System

Stay-at-home

Total personal noncooperation

"Flight" of workers

Sanctuary

Collective disappearance

Protest emigration (hijrat)

Economic Noncooperation: Economic Boycotts

Actions by Consumers

Consumers’ boycott

Nonconsumption of boycotted goods

Policy of austerity

Rent withholding

Refusal to rent

National consumers’ boycott

International consumers’ boycott

Action by Workers & Producers

Workmen’s boycott

Producers’ boycott

Action by Middlemen

Suppliers’ and handlers’ boycott

Action by Owners & Management

Traders’ boycott

Refusal to let or sell property

Lockout

Refusal of industrial assistance

Merchants’ "general strike"

Action by Holders of Financial Resources

Withdrawal of bank deposits

Refusal to pay fees, dues, and assessments

Refusal to pay debts or interest

Severance of funds and credit

Revenue refusal

Refusal of a government’s money

Action by Governments

Domestic embargo

Blacklisting of traders

International sellers’ embargo

International buyers’ embargo

International trade embargo

Economic Noncooperation: The Strike

Symbolic Strikes

Protest strike

Quickie walkout (lightning strike)

Agricultural Strikes

Peasant strike

Farm Workers’ strike

Strikes by Special Groups

Refusal of impressed labor

Prisoners’ strike

Craft strike

Professional strike

Ordinary Industrial Strikes

Establishment strike

Industry strike

Sympathetic strike

Restricted Strikes

Detailed strike

Bumper strike

Slowdown strike

Working-to-rule strike

Reporting "sick" (sick-in)

Strike by resignation

Limited strike

Selective strike

Multi-Industry Strikes

Generalized strike

General strike

Combination of Strikes & Economic Closures

Hartal

Economic shutdown

Political Noncooperation

Rejection of Authority

Withholding or withdrawal of allegiance

Refusal of public support

Literature and speeches advocating resistance

Citizens’ Noncooperation with Government

Boycott of legislative bodies

Boycott of elections

Boycott of government employment and positions

Boycott of government departments, agencies, and other bodies

Withdrawal from government educational institutions

Boycott of government-supported organizations

Refusal of assistance to enforcement agents

Removal of own signs and placemarks

Refusal to accept appointed officials

Refusal to dissolve existing institutions

Citizens’ Alternatives to Obedience

Reluctant and slow compliance

Nonobedience in absence of direct supervision

Popular nonobedience

Disguised disobedience

Refusal of an assemblage or meeting to disperse

Sitdown

Noncooperation with conscription and deportation

Hiding, escape, and false identities

Civil disobedience of "illegitimate" laws

Action by Government Personnel

Selective refusal of assistance by government aides

Blocking of lines of command and information

Stalling and obstruction

General administrative noncooperation

Judicial noncooperation

Deliberate inefficiency and selective noncooperation by enforcement agents

Mutiny

Domestic Governmental Action

Quasi-legal evasions and delays

Noncooperation by constituent governmental units

International Governmental Action

Changes in diplomatic and other representations

Delay and cancellation of diplomatic events

Withholding of diplomatic recognition

Severance of diplomatic relations

Withdrawal from international organizations

Refusal of membership in international bodies

Expulsion from international organizations

Nonviolent Intervention

Psychological Intervention

Self-exposure to the elements

The fast
a) Fast of moral pressure
b) Hunger strike
c) Satyagrahic fast

Reverse trial

Nonviolent harassment

Physical Intervention

Sit-in

Stand-in

Ride-in

Wade-in

Mill-in

Pray-in

Nonviolent raids

Nonviolent air raids

Nonviolent invasion

Nonviolent interjection

Nonviolent obstruction

Nonviolent occupation

Social Intervention

Establishing new social patterns

Overloading of facilities

Stall-in

Speak-in

Guerrilla theater

Alternative social institutions

Alternative communication system

Economic Intervention

Reverse strike

Stay-in strike

Nonviolent land seizure

Defiance of blockades

Politically motivated counterfeiting

Preclusive purchasing

Seizure of assets

Dumping

Selective patronage

Alternative markets

Alternative transportation systems

Alternative economic institutions

Political Intervention

Overloading of administrative systems

Disclosing identities of secret agents

Seeking imprisonment

Civil disobedience of "neutral" laws

Work-on without collaboration

Dual sovereignty and parallel government

Source: Sharp, Gene. The Politics of Nonviolent Action.3 Vols. Boston: Porter Sargent, 1973. Provided courtesy of the Albert Einstein Institution.
