
How Ancient Greece Influenced 
Western Civilization and The 
United States Government. 



We can trace 
Western 

Philosophy to three 
main philosophers 

from Ancient 
Greece. 

SOCRATES 

PLATO ARISTOTLE 



Socrates and Plato 
believed that all 

knowledge is 
inborn. 

Your destiny is 
fixed at birth 

SOCRATES 

PLATO ARISTOTLE 

Aristotle believed 
that you become 

the person you are 
through learning 
and experience. 

You have free will 



In a famous experiment, Socrates proved that all knowledge is 
inborn by getting an uneducated slave boy to solve a geometric 
problem. 

He did this by asking the boy a series of leading questions 
until he was able to solve the problem. Socrates believed that 
this proved that the slave boy was born with the knowledge 
of geometry. 



Socrates was a 
philosopher/teacher who walked 
the streets of Athens discussing 
philosophy with the young people 
of the city. 

The leaders of Athens eventually put 
him to death because he was 
corrupting the morals of the young 
people.  
He was forced to drink hemlock and 
continued to talk on his death bed until 
his life was over 



Plato believed that you are born with all of the knowledge of the 
world already inside your brain. All you have to do is get the 
knowledge out of your brain 

Who you are is determined at birth. 



PLATO’S REPUBLIC 
• This is how Plato thought society 

should be organized 
• Everyone is born to do a certain job 
• You cannot change what you were 

born to do 
• If you do the job you were born to 

do you will be happy 
• Everyone has a place in society. 
• You cannot move up or down in 

society 

• Society is more important than 
any one individual 

• You were born to serve society 



The king or queen is born with gold 
in their veins. They are the 
smartest people in society. The king 
was born to be king 



The king or queen is born with gold 
in their veins. They are the smartest 
people in society 

Soldiers and police 
were born with silver 
in their veins. 



The king or queen is born with gold 
in their veins. They are the smartest 
people in society 

Soldiers and police 
were born with silver 
in their veins. 

Everyone 
else is 
born 
with 
copper in 
their 
veins  



• You are what you 
were born to be. 

• You can never be 
anything else 

• To be truly happy 
you must do what 
you were born to 
do 



By serving 
the state you 
are serving 
the people in 
the state 

At birth 
everyone is 
assigned a 
place in 
Plato’s 
Republic 



The world 
view of 

the 
church. 

GOD 
Angels 

Cardinals, etc 
Pope 

The Nobility 

The Middle 
Ages 

Catholic 
Church 

adopted 
Plato’s 
model 

THE KING 

Mammals 
Fish 

Insects 

Women 

Lawyers, Doctors, etc.  
Carpenters, Blacksmiths, etc 



GOD 
Angels 

Cardinals, etc 
Pope 

The Nobility 

THE KING 

Mammals 
Fish 

Insects 

Women 

Lawyers, Doctors, etc.  
Carpenters, Blacksmiths, etc 

The King was 
King because 

God made him 
the king. 

The 
Divine 

Right of 
Kings 
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THE PEOPLE 

 



PLATO’S REPUBLIC 

CHURCH IN  
MIDDLE AGES DIVINE RIGHT 

OF KINGS 

MODERN 
TOTALITARIAN 

GOVERNMENTS 
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SOCIAL CONTRACT 

THEORIES 
 Key Concepts: 

The State of Nature 
The Social Contract 

The Sovereign 
 
 
 



Key Concepts: 

 

• The State of Nature: A pre-social 
condition. 

• The Social Contract:  

• An agreement between (a) members of 
the community or 

• (b) members of the community and the 
Sovereign. 

 



KEY PLAYERS IN SOCIAL 

CONTRACT THEORY 

• Thomas Hobbes 
(1588-1679): Argues 
in favor of absolute 
monarchy. 

 

• John Locke (1632-
1704): Argues in favor 
of representational 
democracy. Anti-
royalist. 



KEY PLAYERS IN SOCIAL 

CONTRACT THEORY 

• Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
(1712-1778): Argues in favor 
of direct democracy. 

• Immanuel Kant (1724-
1804): Argues in favor of a 
representational system, 
but lead by a 
monarch/government with 
the people’s interest at 
heart. 



VIEWS ON HUMAN NATURE 

• Hobbes: Humans are selfish by nature and must be 
controlled. 

• Locke: Humans are rational by nature, and can by-
and-large control themselves. 

• Rousseau: Humans are good and compassionate by 
nature, but can be corrupted by civilization. 

• Kant: Humans are selfish by nature, but can control 
themselves through rational, universalized thinking. 

• Rawls: Humans are selfish by nature, and the Social 
Contract must be made attractive by appealing to 
everyone’s self-interest. 



VIEWS ON THE STATE OF 

NATURE: 
• Hobbes: The State of Nature is a dangerous place, and “life 

of man “ is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” 
 
• Locke: The State of Nature exists any time humans haven’t 

entered into an agreement with each other to participate in 
a government. Even so, it is not chaotic because of human 
rationality, and the three natural rights to life, liberty, and 
property. 

 
• Rousseau: The State of Nature is a wonderful, rich 

environment for early humans living solitary peaceful lives. 
 
• Kant: The State of Nature is a fiction; the Social Contract is a 

rational, moral concept limiting the powers of the sovereign. 
States are in a State of Nature vis-à-vis each other. 

 



THE SOVEREIGN 

• Hobbes: The absolute monarch (king or 
queen) 

• Locke: The people (all adult males) electing a 
government in democratic elections 

• Rousseau: The people vote on all matters; 
the people are the Sovereign 

• Kant: The monarch/government accepting 
the rational limitations of legislative power, 
governing for the people. 



EFFECTS OF THE SOCIAL 

CONTRACT 

• Hobbes: People will live in peace but without rights 
except for the right to self-defense 

• Locke: The three natural rights which exist in the 
State of Nature will be easier to enforce by the 
government. Those who have given express consent 
will be bound by the contract; those who have 
given tacit consent can opt out and leave. 

• Rousseau: Life will be fair for all if we employ the 
general will and set aside our personal interests. 

• Kant: The people will be fairly represented by the 
Sovereign without actually having to participate. 



INFLUENCES 
• Hobbes: Inspired Locke, and 

indirectly, Jefferson  
• Locke: Inspired Thomas 

Jefferson in his Declaration of 
Independence 

• Rousseau: Inspired Jefferson, 
to some extent, but also Kant, 
Marxism, the environmentalist 
movement, respect for 
indigenous peoples, and 
modern child pedagogy 

• Kant: Influenced social 
philosophies and the human 
rights concept with his theory 
of the rights of rational human 
beings. Influenced John Rawls. 



Thank you for your attention 


