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A United States Secular Code Of Ethics And Peace-Promoting Plan 

Liberté, égalité, fraternité

Note: I have studied or taught history and philosophy most of my adult life, so it is not feasible for me not to discuss it retrospectively.  I have felt support from many close family, friends, and teachers on my journey, and had great discussions with them about historical and philosophical topics.

By Reed Miller - M.A. American History, James Madison University, M.A. Special Education, The George Washington University
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“To get the best results we must have a high degree of education, but the highest degree of education, if unaccompanied by the development in the man's moral side which produces character, will avail but little.” -  President Theodore Roosevelt
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“WE MUST REMEMBER THAT intelligence is not enough. Intelligence plus character—that is the goal of true education. The complete education gives one not only power of concentration, but worthy objectives upon which to concentrate.” - Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

––––––––
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“I RECOGNIZE THE FULLEST equality of the human family.” - Frederick Douglass, the prominent abolitionist, writer, and statesman who worked with President Abraham Lincoln.

Note: ChatGTP AI has been used to assist with writing this book, often summarizing other texts I had already written.
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Ch. 1 - Intro - Positive Psychology And The Development Of A National Secular Code Of Ethics For Americans

Because it is a personal choice to believe in God or not, and I realize the idea of God is a great mystery, it is best to keep the Freedom of Religion in the First Amendment in place.  The Founding Fathers created Freedom of Religion in the Bill of Rights precisely because Americans have so many different beliefs on the topic.  In addition, the Founding Fathers feared declaring a state religion, because they saw that religious wars had engulfed nations in Europe and the Middle East at least since Medieval Times, if not before.  The Founding Fathers did not want the United States to be pulled into religious wars by declaring a national religion.  Nonetheless, the U.S. has still been in many wars, which have become more frequent from the early 1900s onward.  So, a peace-promoting plan based on ethical statements from Americans will be included in this book.

The Founding Fathers also sought to have Ordered Liberty in America, which means we have the right to freedom, but we do not have the freedom to hurt or kill other Americans, or take away their rights.  There is a need for freedom, but there also is the need for security and order.  For this reason, the Founding Fathers created the Constitution and the Bill of Rights, and the laws in the United States Code (Federal legal code), to limit the extremes of freedom where Americans can get hurt and abused.

We still have problems such as murder, theft, rape, abuse, white collar crime, assault, libel, etc.  So, I propose that a National Secular Code of Ethics could be created from the history of the development of human rights laws in the United States, the main ideas of the United States Code, and ideas for promoting peace that are backed up by the historical quotes and plans from Americans.  The human rights laws would be matched up with the positive character traits of positive psychology (see explanation below).

Creating a National Secular Code of Ethics for a diverse democratic society requires principles that are broadly shared across cultural, political, and religious differences. One promising foundation for such a framework comes from the field of positive psychology. Positive psychology focuses on identifying human strengths and character traits that support individual well-being and healthy communities. Researchers such as Martin Seligman and Christopher Peterson identified a widely recognized classification of core character strengths—including justice, courage, humanity, temperance, and wisdom—that appear across cultures and historical traditions (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Other positive character traits include love, empathy, kindness, compassion, responsibility, fairness, social intelligence, and citizenship, to name a few.  Because these traits are rooted in common human experiences rather than a particular religious or ideological tradition, they provide a strong foundation for developing a National Secular Code of Ethics that can be promoted to Americans as a shared civic guide.

Positive psychology contributes to ethical thinking by emphasizing character strengths that help individuals make responsible decisions in complex social environments. Rather than focusing solely on rules or punishments, positive psychology asks how individuals cultivate virtues that lead to ethical behavior. According to Seligman (2011), societies function best when individuals develop habits of character that promote cooperation, empathy, fairness, and responsibility. These strengths encourage individuals to act ethically even when legal enforcement is absent. A National Secular Code of Ethics grounded in such character traits therefore complements the legal system of the United States by encouraging citizens to internalize values that support democratic institutions and social trust.

Another important reason to incorporate positive psychology into a National Secular Code of Ethics is that these character traits help modern Americans interpret the historical development of human rights laws in the United States. American law has evolved through a series of major milestones and crises—from the Declaration of Independence and the Bill of Rights to the Reconstruction Amendments, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and modern civil rights legislation. Each of these developments reflects ethical decisions made by historical leaders and citizens who struggled to expand justice and equality. When students and citizens analyze these moments through the lens of character traits such as courage, fairness, and compassion, they can better understand the moral motivations behind these legal transformations. For example, the abolition of slavery required extraordinary civic courage, while the civil rights movement reflected deep commitments to justice and equality. Positive psychology offers a vocabulary that helps connect these legal changes to the human qualities that made them possible.

Using character traits to interpret historical laws also helps avoid the problem of presentism—the tendency to judge historical figures solely by modern standards. Instead of labeling past leaders as simply “good” or “bad,” citizens can examine the character strengths and weaknesses that shaped their decisions. This approach encourages more nuanced historical thinking while still highlighting the ethical lessons embedded in American legal development through time. By asking which character strengths were demonstrated—or lacking—in particular moments, Americans can better understand how societies gradually expand human rights. This method also reinforces the idea that ethical progress is often the result of individuals who display perseverance, empathy, and moral leadership in the face of injustice.

Positive psychology also supports the development of civic responsibility by emphasizing traits that encourage democratic participation. Traits such as citizenship, fairness, and integrity are essential to a functioning democracy. Citizens who possess these strengths are more likely to vote, participate in community life, respect the rule of law, and support the rights of others. Research in civic education has shown that democratic societies rely not only on laws and institutions but also on the character of the citizens who sustain them (Putnam, 2000). A National Secular Code of Ethics grounded in positive psychology would therefore reinforce the moral foundations that allow democratic institutions to thrive.

Finally, a National Secular Code of Ethics based on positive character traits provides a unifying framework for a pluralistic society. Americans come from many religious traditions and philosophical backgrounds, yet the character strengths identified by positive psychology appear consistently across cultures and historical periods. Traits such as compassion, fairness, courage, and honesty are widely recognized as desirable qualities regardless of ideological differences. Because these virtues focus on human flourishing and social cooperation, they offer a practical foundation for ethical agreement in a diverse nation. By linking these traits to the historical development of American human rights laws and the United States Code of laws, educators and civic leaders can show that ethical progress has always depended on individuals who demonstrated these strengths in their actions.

In conclusion, incorporating positive psychology into the creation of a secular American Code of Ethics offers several important benefits. Character strengths provide a culturally inclusive ethical framework that can be shared across diverse communities. They also help modern Americans interpret the moral significance of historical human rights laws by connecting legal developments to the virtues demonstrated by past leaders and citizens. Most importantly, these traits encourage individuals to practice the habits of character that sustain democratic institutions and social trust. By grounding a National Secular Code of Ethics in the positive character traits identified by positive psychology, Americans can cultivate a civic culture that promotes justice, compassion, and responsible citizenship.

Although in two other books I wrote I included the idea that God could be included in a type of civil morality for the United States, I now believe that because so many Americans hold different ideas about God, it is best to propose a National Secular Civil Morality that keeps Freedom of Religion from the first Amendment.  People should be allowed to practice, or not practice the religion they want, and they should keep their own views on God.  No Scripture is mentioned in this Code of Ethics book for this reason.  Also, the ideas proposed here are just a framework for an ethical code.  An official National Secular Code of Ethics would have to be collaborated on, edited, and voted on my Americans, of course.  Ideas from this book could be used to assist in a national code’s development, or be rejected and better ideas put in place.  Democracy requires that the creation of a code of ethics for the United States would have to be done this way - with collaboration and voting.
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Ch. 2 - The 14-Principle American Secular Code Of Ethics Developed From U.S. Human Rights Legislation

Below is a 14-Principle American Secular Code of Ethics.  It is derived from the history of the development of Human Rights Laws in the United States, and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) that Eleanor Roosevelt helped the United Nations write.  A brief discussion of the history of the laws and ethical statements follows.  The timeline is:


●  United States Declaration of Independence

●  United States Bill of Rights

●  Seneca Falls Declaration of Sentiments

●  Emancipation Proclamation

●  Reconstruction Amendments

●  Nineteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution

●  Universal Declaration of Human Rights

●  Civil Rights Act of 1964

●  Voting Rights Act of 1965

●  Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990

●  Individuals with Disabilities Education Act

●  Affordable Care Act

●  Obergefell v. Hodges

●  The History of American Wars


Each principle of the National Secular Code of Ethics below represents a core ethical pattern that repeatedly appears across these laws and is connected to positive psychology character traits described by researchers such as Martin Seligman and Christopher Peterson.

The 14-Principle American Secular Code Of Ethics - 

​1. Respect the Equal Dignity of Every Person.  All People and Cultures are Created Equal.

EVERY INDIVIDUAL DESERVES equal moral worth and respect.

Positive Character Traits


●  Justice / Fairness

●  Humanity / Compassion

●  Humility


Derived from: Declaration of Independence, Civil Rights Act, UDHR.

2. Protect the Natural Rights of Others

Citizens should respect and defend the fundamental rights of life, liberty, property, and opportunity.

Positive Character Traits


●  Integrity

●  Justice

●  Courage


Derived from: Declaration of Independence, Bill of Rights, Reconstruction Amendments.

3. Respect Personal Privacy and Security

Citizens should respect the privacy, property, and personal security of others.

Connection to Positive Psychology Traits


●  Integrity / Honesty: Respecting boundaries reflects moral character and ethical conduct.

●  Respect (Humanity): Recognizes the dignity and personal space of others.

●  Self-Regulation: Encourages restraint in how individuals treat the property and lives of others.


This ethical principle reflects the Third and Fourth Amendments, which protect individuals from unjust intrusion by authority.

4. Defend Freedom of Thought, Expression, and Belief

A healthy democracy requires free and shared expressions through freedom of speech, conscience, and ideas.

Positive Character Traits


●  Open-mindedness

●  Love of Learning

●  Courage


Derived from: Bill of Rights, UDHR.

5. Oppose Systems of Oppression and Discrimination

Citizens should reject systems that deny equality based on race, gender, disability, or identity.

Positive Character Traits


●  Justice

●  Integrity

●  Courage


Derived from: Emancipation Proclamation, Reconstruction Amendments, Civil Rights Act, and Obergefell v. Hodges.

6. Support Equal Participation in Democracy

Every citizen deserves the opportunity to participate in civic decision-making and voting.

Positive Character Traits


●  Citizenship / Teamwork

●  Leadership

●  Responsibility


Derived from: 15th Amendment, 19th Amendment, Voting Rights Act.

7. Promote Equal Opportunity in Education and Work

Societies flourish when people are given fair access to learning and employment.  Economic progress also is made when people have an equal opportunity to education and work.

Positive Character Traits


●  Love of Learning

●  Fairness

●  Hope


Derived from: IDEA, Civil Rights Act, UDHR, and ADA.

8. Respect the Diversity of Human Experiences and Abilities

People possess different abilities, identities, and perspectives that enrich society.

Positive Character Traits


●  Appreciation of Excellence

●  Open-mindedness

●  Humanity


Derived from: ADA, IDEA, Obergefell v. Hodges.

9. Care for the Well-Being of Others

Citizens should help ensure that individuals have access to essential needs such as healthcare and safety.

Positive Character Traits


●  Compassion

●  Kindness

●  Social Responsibility


Derived from: Affordable Care Act, UDHR.

10. Protect Families, Relationships, and Human Connection

Strong relationships and families contribute to the stability and well-being of society.

Positive Character Traits


●  Love

●  Gratitude

●  Kindness


Derived from: Obergefell v. Hodges, UDHR.

11. Work Peacefully to Correct Injustice

Citizens should challenge injustice through lawful and ethical action.

Positive Character Traits


●  Courage

●  Perseverance

●  Integrity


Derived from: Civil Rights Movement laws, Seneca Falls Declaration.

12. Participate Responsibly in Civic Life

Democracy depends on informed and engaged citizens.

Positive Character Traits


●  Prudence / Wisdom

●  Responsibility

●  Leadership


Derived from: Voting Rights Act, Bill of Rights, Declaration of Independence.

13. Build a Society of Hope, Justice, and Opportunity

Citizens should strive to leave future generations a more just and inclusive society.

Positive Character Traits


●  Hope

●  Gratitude

●  Social Responsibility


Derived from the overall historical trajectory of civil rights expansion.

14. Use a Peace-Promoting Plan for International Relations.

Positive Character Traits


●  Love

●  Empathy

●  Kindness

●  Wisdom

●  Prudence

●  Social Intelligence

●  Responsibility

●  Compassion

●  Hope

●  Open-Mindedness


Derived from the secular quotes and peace plans of Americans in the chapter on a peace-promoting plan for the country in this book.  See that chapter for more information.

The Core Civic Character Traits Behind the 14-Point Code Of Ethics

Across all of these laws, a core set of character strengths repeatedly appears:


●  Justice

●  Courage

●  Humanity / Compassion

●  Integrity

●  Citizenship / Responsibility

●  Open-Mindedness

●  Hope

●  Love

●  Empathy

●  Kindness

●  Wisdom

●  Prudence

●  Social Intelligence

●  Responsibility


These traits form the ethical character foundation of compassionate and just democratic citizenship.

Understanding The History Of Human Rights Laws In The U.S. Can Help Americans Understand The National Secular Code Of Ethics

The creation of human rights laws in the United States has not been without difficulty.  Typically minorities or other groups have had to suffer long periods of discrimination, a lack freedom and/or equality, death, or even war before some human rights laws were created.  In that sense, the human rights laws in the United States have been more than earned.  In fact, the laws should have been in place all along, but Americans have learned them in time because people were often trapped in the time period they were in when making decisions.  We have hindsight now, and should now protect freedoms, rights, equality, justice, and compassion and empathy towards other Americans.  Here is how the history of human rights laws breaks down in the United States: 

Declaration Of Independence Ethical Code

Below is a short Code of Ethics for Americans derived from the principles of the Declaration of Independence (1776). Each ethical statement reflects ideas found in the document and is followed by a brief explanation connecting it to positive psychology character traits (as identified in the VIA classification developed by researchers such as Martin Seligman and Christopher Peterson).

​Derived from the Principles of the Declaration of Independence (1776)

​1. Respect the Equal Dignity of Every Person

ALL PEOPLE SHOULD TREAT others as possessing equal moral worth and inherent dignity.

Connection to Positive Psychology Traits


●  Justice / Fairness: Recognizes that all individuals deserve equal treatment and consideration.

●  Humanity / Kindness: Encourages compassion and respect for others regardless of status or background.

●  Humility: Reminds individuals that no person is inherently superior to another.


This principle reflects the Declaration’s claim that “all men are created equal” and possess natural rights.  These two points of the Declaration should now be applied to all American human rights laws for the sake of protecting freedoms, rights, equality, justice, and compassion and empathy towards other Americans

2. Protect the Natural Rights of Others

Individuals have a responsibility to respect and defend the natural rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness for themselves and others.

Connection to Positive Psychology Traits


●  Social Responsibility: Encourages citizens to protect the well-being and freedoms of others in society.

●  Courage: Standing up for the rights of others often requires moral bravery.

●  Integrity / Honesty: Upholding rights requires commitment to truth and ethical consistency.


This ethical









































​Derived from the Principles of the U.S. Bill of Rights (1791)

​1. Respect the Freedom of Thought, Expression, and Belief









​2. Value Civic Responsibility in Protecting Liberty




































































​1. Recognize the Equal Moral Worth and Rights of Women and Men









​2. Support Equal Participation in Civic and Political Life









​3. Respect Equal Opportunities in Education and Employment


















​5. Advocate Peacefully for Justice and Reform































​Derived from the Emancipation Proclamation (1863)

​1. Recognize Freedom as a Fundamental Human Right



























































​1. Reject Systems of Oppression and Defend Human Freedom

































































​1. Respect the Equal Political Rights of All Citizens


























































​Derived from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948)

​1. Recognize the Inherent Dignity and Rights of Every Human Being




































































​1. Treat Every Person with Equal Dignity and Respect



























































​1. Respect the Equal Right of Every Citizen to Vote



























































​1. Respect the Dignity and Worth of Individuals with Disabilities



























































​1. Ensure Every Child Has the Opportunity to Learn



























































​1. Respect the Right of Individuals to Access Healthcare


























































​Derived from Obergefell v. Hodges (2015)

​1. Respect the Equal Dignity of All Individuals and Families
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​Secular Code of Ethics for Peace Between Nations

​1. Peace must be the first aim of foreign policy.



​2. Wars of aggression are morally and politically wrong.



​3. Force may be used only as a last resort.



​4. Self-defense must be limited and proportionate.



​5. No nation should seek conquest or annexation.



​6. Human life must be respected and protected.



​7. Civilians must never be treated as expendable.



​8. Revenge must not guide national action.



​9. Justice must be joined with mercy.  "Justice at its best is love correcting everything that stands against love," as Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. said.



​10. No nation should claim racial, national, or cultural superiority.



​11. All peoples belong to one human family.



​12. Ideology must never justify cruelty.



​13. Beliefs should be advanced by persuasion, not coercion.



​14. Greed and material conquest must be rejected.



​15. Economic justice supports peace.



​16. Nations in conflict should build cooperative projects together.



​17. Truthfulness is essential to peace.



​18. Nations should make every effort to reconcile disputes peacefully.



​19. The health of the planet must be protected.



​20. Nations should support lawful international accountability.














	Use the positive character traits from positive psychology of love, empathy, kindness, open-mindedness, responsibility, wisdom, and social intelligence to serve as a guide for practicing a pro-peace foreign policy.







	Respond to wrongdoing not with revenge, even among nations, but instead with actions that strengthen justice and human dignity.






	See justice as being merciful, even between nations.  As Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. said once: “Power at its best is love implementing the demands of justice, and justice at its best is love correcting everything that stands against love."  Note that justice is not “love killing what stands against love,” nor is it “love hurting what stands against love.”







	Do not be over-zealously bound to promoting a certain ideology, doctrine or theory.  Do not kill or hurt anyone or cause suffering to anyone for an ideology, doctrine, theory or religion. Combining and ideology or religion with militarism is wrong.







	Do not kill human beings when possible.  Respect and protect lives.







	Realize that security and changelessness do not exist in nature.  The closest humans can come to real security is by promoting peaceful foreign policies and conflict resolution plans.



​President John F. Kennedy said in an American University speech (1963): “Our most basic common link is that we all inhabit this small planet. We all breathe the same air. We all cherish our children’s future. And we are all mortal.”  He meant that because life is fragile and uncertain, peaceful cooperation is necessary for survival.

​President Dwight D. Eisenhower said: “The world no longer has a choice between force and law; if civilization is to survive, it must choose the rule of law.”  He meant that security cannot come from constant force; long-term stability requires lawful conflict resolution.


​And, President Jimmy Carter said: “The bond of our common humanity is stronger than the divisiveness of our fears and prejudices.”  He indicated long-term security depends on cooperation and understanding rather than fear.
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​Similarly, Thomas Jefferson wrote in the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom (1786):








​John Dewey, an American philosopher and psychiatrist, said: “Democracy begins in conversation.”  He meant social change should occur through dialogue and persuasion rather than coercion.
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​Similarly, Benjamin Franklin said, “Content makes poor men rich; discontent makes rich men poor.”  Franklin emphasized that happiness comes from moderation and contentment rather than endless pursuit of wealth.

​Henry David Thoreau, the writer and philosopher wrote: “A man is rich in proportion to the number of things he can afford to let alone, “ from Walden (1854).  Thoreau argued that freedom and virtue come from simplicity rather than material accumulation.


​And, Jimmy Carter said: “Too many of us now tend to worship self-indulgence and consumption.”  Carter criticized excessive materialism and urged Americans to focus on ethical responsibility.

​In addition, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. said,  “We must rapidly begin the shift from a ‘thing-oriented’ society to a ‘person-oriented’ society.”  King argued that valuing people rather than material wealth is essential to justice and peace.
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​Similarly, Thomas Paine wrote in Rights of Man (1791):  “It is the duty of every government to make provision for the poor.”  Paine argued that societies have a moral responsibility to assist those in need.



​And, Helen Keller said:  “Alone we can do so little; together we can do so much.”  Keller stressed cooperation and mutual support for people facing challenges.
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​Likewise, Abraham Lincoln said in his Second Inaugural Address (1865):
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​Similarly, Thomas Jefferson once wrote: “Honesty is the first chapter in the book of wisdom.”  Jefferson emphasizes that ethical behavior—including respecting others’ property—begins with honesty.


​President Dwight D. Eisenhower said,  “The supreme quality for leadership is unquestionably integrity.”  Ethical leadership requires honesty and respect for the property and rights of others.

​President John Adams wrote: “Property must be secured, or liberty cannot exist.”  Adams argued that respecting property rights is essential for a free society.
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​Theodore Roosevelt said, “Comparison is the thief of joy.”  Roosevelt warned that comparing oneself to others or other nations leads to envy and dissatisfaction.
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​President John F. Kennedy once said:








​President Dwight D. Eisenhower said, “Peace and justice are two sides of the same coin.”  He suggests that peaceful resolutions must also address fairness and justice.

​Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. added:
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​President John F. Kennedy said, “The weapons of war must be abolished before they abolish us.”  He stated this in his address to the United Nations in 1961.  Kennedy warns that modern weapons threaten not only human life but the survival of civilization itself.

​The scientist Carl Sagan said,  “The nuclear arms race is like two sworn enemies standing waist deep in gasoline, one with three matches, the other with five.”  Sagan emphasizes the catastrophic environmental consequences nuclear war could have for the entire planet.

​Jimmy Carter stated: “Nuclear war can never be won and must never be fought.”  Carter stresses the catastrophic consequences of nuclear weapons for humanity and the Earth.

​Albert Einstein, who was an American citizen after 1940, said, “The unleashed power of the atom has changed everything save our modes of thinking, and thus we drift toward unparalleled catastrophe.”  He warns that nuclear technology creates existential risks for humanity and the planet.

​And, President Barack Obama once stated, “A nuclear war cannot be won and must never be fought.”  He reinforces the global responsibility to prevent weapons capable of devastating the planet.
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​Abraham Lincoln stated in 1858: “As I would not be a slave, so I would not be a master. This expresses my idea of democracy.”  Lincoln rejects the idea that any group has the right to dominate another.


​In addition, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. said, “We must learn to live together as brothers or perish together as fools.”  This was in a speech he made in St. Louis in 1964.  King stresses cooperation and equality rather than racial hierarchy.



​Jimmy Carter stated simply, “Human rights are the soul of our foreign policy.”  Carter stresses universal rights regardless of nationality or race.
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​Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. wrote, in Letter from Birmingham Jail in 1963: “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.”  King argues that all people are interconnected and responsible for one another.

​President John F. Kennedy stated:





​And, President Franklin D. Roosevelt stated in 1945, “The only limit to our realization of tomorrow will be our doubts of today. Let us move forward with strong and active faith.”  FDR’s vision of global cooperation during WWII emphasized a shared future for humanity.

​Thomas Paine wrote in The Rights of Man (1791), “The world is my country, all mankind are my brethren.”  Paine expresses one of the clearest Enlightenment ideas that humanity is one family beyond national boundaries.
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