Senior

Constitution Day
Activity

Goals:

Celebrate the Constitution of the United States

Recognition of the significance of that document.

Analyze the development of government through the Greeks to our Constitution.

Assess the impact of the development of the Constitution, in both philosophical and a legal
sense.
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Materials:
“Avristotie: In Search of the Best Constitution” (copies for students @ http://www.crf-

usa.org/constitution_day/9b12_aristotie.pdf)

Procedure:
Step #1 Discuss the origin of Constitution Day
« Established by Congress in 2005 to ensure that all American schools recognize the
importance of the Constitution.
 Discuss the significance of the Constitution as a founding document and a “living” form of

governance. _
Step #2 Read “Aristotle: In Search of the Best Constitution”

¢ Students read “Aristotle” document

Step #3 Activity
e Teachers can choose one of the three “Discussion and Writing” activities or the “Two

Countries” activity

Closure/Reflection:
Have the students reflect by answering the following question...

« Do you think that Aristotle would approve of our form of government? Why or why not?




Constitution Day Background

Senator Robert C. Byrd, a West Virginia Democrat and the United States
Congress unofficial constitutional scholar, believes that American primary,
secondary, and post-secondary students lack significant knowledge
regarding the United States Constitution. In December 2004, Senator Byrd
offered an amendment that was passed by both the United States House of

Representatives and the United States Senate in attempt to increase
constitutional knowledge.

The legislation requires that all educational institutions that receive federal
funds implement educational programs relating to the United States
Constitution on September 17 of each year. September 17" was selected as
the date for celebration due to the fact that on September 17, 1787 the
delegates to the Constitutional Convention met for the last time to sign the
United States Constitution and presented it to the American public.

The United States Department of Education, charged with implementation of
this legislative requirement, intentionally left the implementation language
vague. With no specific curriculum or interpretation of the United States
Constitution provided by The U.S. Department of Education or Senator

Byrd, academic institutions are free to provide a wide array of programming
for their students.

In order to provide even more flexibility, implementation rules included
provisions for when September 17 falls on a weekend or Federal holiday. In

such cases, “Constitution Day” may be celebrated the preceding or following
week.

However your campus decides to provide programming fulfilling this
requirement, purposeful and educational programming relating to the United
States Constitution provides students with increased awareness and
appreciation of this important document of freedom.




In a survey released by the National Constitution Center, ev

U.S. Constitution vs. Pop Culture

idence of a lack

of constitutional knowledge is quite apparent. More students have greater

knowledge of pop culture versus the Uni

ted States Constitution. Six-hundred

students responded to the survey.

Key findings from the survey include:

25.5% of respondents know that Philadelphia is the city where the
Constitution was written compared to 75.2% who know what city the

zip code 90210 is attributed to.

21.2% of respondents know how many senators served in the U.S.
Senate compared to 81.2% who know how many members there are in

the music group “Hanson.”

35.5% of respondents know the first three words of the Constitution
compared to 71.2% who know that www is the first three letters of

most Web site addresses.

1.8% of respondents know that James Madison is considered the
father of the U.S. Constitution compared to 58.3% who know that Bill
Gates is the father of Microsoft.

25% of respondents know that the Fifth Amendment protects against
double jeopardy/self incrimination/right to a grand jury/due
process/compensation for private property taken for public use
compared to 63.7% who know that “The Club” protects against car
theft.

41.2% of respondents know the names of the three branches of
government compared to 59.2% who know the names of the three

- stooges.

If these statistics make you chuckle, imagine how Senator Byrd must
have felt. It is the results of surveys such as this that promote an
increased desire in knowledge regarding American history and our
documents of freedom.
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should be governed. These customs,
rules and laws were sometimes written,
but often not. Stll, everyone understood
what they were. Aristotle wrote that a
constitution *‘is the way of life of a
citizen-body.'" According to Aristotle,
citizens were “‘all who share in the civic
life of ruling and being ruled in wm."
Citzenship in the city-states was a status
granted only to certain groups,
depending on the form of government.
In some, only the rich were full citizens.
In others, all fres-born men enjoyed full
citizenship. Children, women and slaves
were not considered citizens.

“Right” and “Wrong”' Constitutions

Aristotle identified six different
kinds of constitutions, and he classified
them as either “‘right™” or “‘wrong.”’
According to Aristotle, “right"’
constitutions served the common interests
of all citizens. ““Wrong"" constitutions
served only the selfish interests of a
cengin person or group. On the chart
below, the **wrong'' constitutions are
shown 25 corrupted forms of the *‘right™
constiutions:

Kingship, the first “right*’
constitution identified by Aristode, is
rule by & single man who becomes a
ruler through heredity or clection,
Aristotle thought kings have the
advantage of acting quickly and
decisively in emergencies. Still, kings
are subject to emotions and cannot
handle all necessary matters at once. For
these reasons, Anstotle argued, kings
should not possess absolute power. They
should be limited by the law, When
kings rule, Aristotle says in Politics,
“‘they should be made ‘law guardians' or
ministers of the law."’

What happens when a king uses his
power to benefit only himself and not
the common interest? In this case a king
becomes a tyrant. Tyranny, the corrupt
form of kingship, is the first cxample of
a ‘‘wrong'’ constitution. Tyrants use
force to oppress all others and arc
interested only in their own personal
gain.
Aristotle classified aristocracy as
one of his *‘right” constitutions.
Aristocracies are societies governed by a
small group of men chosen because they

“Right"* *“Wrong'
(Common Interest) {Personal Interest)
onc Kingship Tyranny
few Aristocracy Oligarchy
muny Polity Democrucy
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£ Agistote instructing his pupil, Alexander. (The Betumann Archive,)

arc the “‘best.”" In Aristotic's view,
aristocrats are men of wealth and leisure
who have developed their minds so that
they have superior intcllects. Aristotle
believed that these men would only rule
for the benefit of all. But when an
aristocracy rules for the benefit of the
rich, it becomes an oligarchy, another
one of Aristotle's ““wrong’' constitutions.
Oligarchies were one of the common
forms of government found in the Greek
city-states,

During his lifetime in Athens,
Aristotle lectured and wrote on politics
at his school. Even though Athens was a
democratic city-state, Aristotle was never
a fan of democrucy and he included it as
one of his *“‘wrong'’ constitutions.
Aristotle belisved democracy meant that
every frec-born man had the right and
dury to help rule the city. Thus, both
rich and poor, educated and ignorant,
intelligent and dull-witted could attend
the Assembly meetings, vote and hold
public office.

Aristotle saw danger in this form of
government. The poor mejority would
always be able 1o outvote the wealthy
and the best. The poor could ruin a state

‘by overtaxing the rich and confiscating

their property. In other words, a
democracy could easily become a
tyranny with many heads.

Aristotle also feared the rise of
demagogues in a democracy.
Demagogues are power-seekers who
gained influence by appealing to the
emotions-of the people,

BEven - with his reservations, Arlstotle
was:not totally against democracy.
““There s this to be said for the Many,""
he wrote ‘in Politics. "'Each of them by

-himself may not be of 2 good quality;

-but when they all come together it is
possible that they may surpass.,.the
quality of the few best.”

The Best Constitution

Aristotle found things to criticize
‘about all the “‘right” and *‘wrong’’
-constitutions -discussed -above. So what
did he-decide was the best constitution?
~ ‘He decided-on a balanced one based
on ‘the Greek principle that the extremes
:in life should be avoided in favor of the
moderate middle. One should neither eat
too much nor too little. One should
neither exercise excessively nor spend
most of the time sleeping. As in life, so
with government, Aristotle belicved.

Aristotle concluded that mixing two
extreme ‘‘wrong’' constitutions,
oligarchy and democracy, would result
in a moderate “‘right”” one. In this case,
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wo “‘wrongs™ would make a "‘right."
Aristotle called this moderate mixed
" constitution & polity and believed that it
would best serve the common interest of
all citizens in most states.

At Philadelphia some 2,000 years
after Aristotie’s time, & group of men
“were also scarching for the best
constitution. America was-in many ways
quite different from Aristotle’s Greece.
For one thing, the 13 American states
were o lot bigger than Athens or any of
the other ancient Greck city-states. ‘Sill,
the framers at Philadelphia understood
Aristotle’s political ideus and passed
them on'1t0 us in the document they
created. Among - these ideas are the belief
in the tule of law, moderation and a
government that serves the common
interest of 2ll citizens: O

For Discussion and Writing
1. Contrast democracy in ancient
Athens with democracy in the United
States today.
2. The world has changed a great deal
since Aristotle's time. Are there still
forms of governmeant similar to the ones
he described? Tyranny? Oligarchy?
Demagogues?

3. What do cach of the following
quotations from Aristotle’s Politics
mean?

8. ““Where the laws are-not sovereign,
there is no constitution.™’

b. ““The best way of life is one which
consists in the mean."' .

€. ‘“The good in the sphere of politics
is justice; and justice consists in what
tends to promote the common ‘interest.”

ACTINYITY

Two Countries
cet in small discussion groups to
do this activity.

Tmagine that at some time in the
future only two countries exist in the
world: Frecland and Leaderland. Since
you have nowhcre else to-go; you must
choose one of these countriss in which

to live. Which one would you pick?
Why?

Freeland

In this country the people are free o
do whatever they want. Children and
adults may decide for themselves if they
wan! 1o go 10 school, work, sleep all
day, play.at the beach, watch videos, get

kind in Freeland.

Leaderland

In this country there are many laws
which all have been made by one man:
the Lesder. The people of this country
are told by the Leader and his assistants
where to live, how to dress, what jobs to
hold, what newspapers to read and
whom to vote for at election time. The
people Jead safe and orderly lives...as
long as they follow the Leader.

After discussing the choices above in
small groups, meet 2s 2 class and vote
on which country you prefer, Then
discuss the following guestions:

1. Why did you vote the way you did?
2. If you could go 10 another land,
what would it be like? Should there be
any laws? Who should make them?

3. Assume that Arisiotle has rome back
to life and is visiting your classroom.
What do you think his opinion of
Freeland and Leaderiand would be?
What choice do you think he woald
make?

For Further Reeding

Barker, Ernest, ed. and wans. The
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University Press, 1962.

Homblower, Simon. The Greek
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