American History: Advanced Speakers

Topic: Ideas About Democracy

Unit: Democracy and American Government

Part 1: Background of the Democratic Tradition

Lesson #1: Ancient Greece

· This lesson can be quite fun because the students already know what you are talking about from history classes that they have taken in their Hungarian/ world history classes. Once you teach them the vocabulary to use, the lesson can really be student driven.

· I have included some of the background information, just in case this is not your area of greatest knowledge. Use what you can and make it as detailed or abstract as you would like. There is plenty more, but focusing on democracy in Athens is the key.

Lecture Notes:

Ancient Greece Time Periods

800s- 700s BCE: City-States= polis (meaning fort, refuge in times of danger; root of police, politics,
policy, etc.). A polis had the following characteristics: 1. small size in area; 2. small
population: ideal was 5,000- 10,000 citizens; 3. acropolis: hill with temples and public
buildings; 4. agora: public meeting places such as marketplaces

The Golden Age in Greece: 461-429 BCE


-The only true democracy in all of history (though it still did not include slaves or women)


-Leader: Pericles


-Art: Parthenon is built; characteristics of this art: 1. Humanistic: emphasized the ideals of strength, intelligence, pride, courage 2. Pride in the polis- shown in mythology 3. Emphasize the philosophy of Aristotle: harmony, balance, order, moderation

Peloponnesian Wars: 431-404 BCE: this was a war between the democratic Athens and the totalitarian government of Sparta. After a long fight the Spartans bet the Athenians, bringing an end to democracy and leading the three great Greek philosophers to be critics of democracy.


-Philosophy: Three great thinkers

1. Socrates (469-399 BCE): critized the Sophists- was driven by a search for truth; developed the Socratic method of teaching; criticized democracy and the school system

2. Plato: the student of Socrates; most famous book: The Republic; taught at the Academy; believed that aristocracy was the ideal form of government and that the leaders should be philosopher kings; above all reason should always be in control of society and a person

3. Aristotle: student of Plato; gathered facts in a scientific, systematic approach which is the inductive method (way that science currently functions); believed in the Golden Mean: nothing in excess- must find balance, order, restraint; believed that democracy meant mob rule, aristocracy was the best

Lesson #1: Totalitarianism and Democracy: Comparing Athens and Sparta

· The students probably know all about these two places, so have them teach you. If you know nothing about this, see the link at the bottom of this lesson. 

TLWBAT: 1. Understand the differences between totalitarianism and democracy


       2. Understand the historical roots of the democratic tradition

Activity: 1. Explain that they will be learning the background of two political systems: totalitarianism and democracy. Explain that both forms exist in the modern world, but that the roots for each can be found in ancient Greece.

1. Introduce totalitarianism (total rule)- form of government that uses force and power to rule a people. Its roots are in the ancient-Greek city-state of Sparta. Sparta’s social structure included three groups: slaves (Helots); Spartan females, who were raised to be firm supporters of war, the country, and having children; Spartan males- all of whom would spend most of their lives (age 7-60) as warriors. The society was ruled completely by force and emphasized obedience to the law, discipline, and the overall good of the city-state.

2. Introduce democracy, which first originated in the ancient Greek city-state of Athens. In Athens all citizens (property owning males) gathered to vote on any decisions that had to be made. They also had juries to decide court cases. The society was characterized by seeking the common good, creativity, and private interests as long as they did not conflict with the good of the state.

3. Divide the class into two groups and have them come up with ways to describe these two societies. You can hand out different quotes about each one or from modern totalitarian/democratic governments. Have them decide which form of government they are talking about (especially Hitler, Jefferson, etc.). 

*Assignment: Have students write a one page essay on the following topic: Would you be willing to live in a Spartan-like society if it meant that Hungary would be the greatest power in the world?

*Like this lesson? Find the rest at www.school.discovery.com

Lesson #2: Different Forms of Government

TLWBAT: Explain the differences between various forms of government

Terms: dictatorship, oligarchy, monarchy, democracy, republic

This is an activity that includes everyone in the class and works great for those who learn by doing things. Introduce the activity by saying that government is about the process of making decisions (the game is like Survivor). First, you need five student volunteers. These five people are stranded on an island and there are only enough supplies for three of them. The class must choose which three to keep and which two to kill. Give each student a slip of paper describing who he/ she is and what their strengths and weaknesses are. Let each one tell the class why he/she should live. Keep tract of who is chosen to be removed each time. Don’t tell them which form of government each round is- they should be in the dark about what is happening.

1. Randomly choose one student in the class to choose who should die- no reasons needed. (Dictatorship)

2. Have the dictator choose two other people and then the three of them must choose who to remove from the island. They need to explain their reasoning to the class. (Oligarchy)

3. If you have any kids with similar names, then choose them as the new rulers. They must decide who to remove and explain their reasons. (Monarchy)

4. Now the entire class must unanimously make a decision. This should be pretty chaotic- that should be the point. (remember Aristotle described democracy as mob rule)

5. Divide the class into three parts and choose a representative for each group. The group must decide who they want to remove and then explain it to the class. Then the representatives vote for who to remove. (republic)

Explanation: at the end of class go through each round and have the students describe what the differences are between these different forms of government. Make sure that you emphasize the difference between the democracy and republican forms. Also, explain that the USA is actually a republic, contrary to what most people might want you to believe. 

Different Choices of People:

Person #1: Bobby Jones. You are an 80 year old man who is on vacation to visit your grandchildren. You have a number of serious health problems, but you are very rich. You can pay off anyone to survive.

Person #2: Jack Dawson: You are a 7 year old boy who has studied art since you were 4 years old. You are very intelligent, but weak. You are also shy and have problems speaking to large groups.

Person #3: Charles Markham; You are an ambitious 40 year old business man who thinks that he knows everything. You have never been outside of the city, but you once read a book on survival.

Person #4: Tom Johnson: You are a 22 year old university student. You are on your way to meet your fiancée on the other side of the ocean. You are healthy, but recently broke your leg. 

Person #5: Steve Blank: You are a 35 year old doctor with a family of 3 young children at home. You are very stressed and depressed.

