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The nature and purpose of government  
Students should review Cal Jillson American Government Chapters One and Two.  
There is a distinction between the ancient (Greek and Roman) view of government and the modern 
view of government.  

Ancient assumptions about the nature and purpose of government:  

• Man is by nature a political animal. This means he is the kind of animal who lives in a polis 
(city, i.e. some kind of political organization).  

• The purpose of the polis is to promote some concept of virtue.  
• Those who are the best (whatever "best" means) should rule. This is aristocracy (literally 

"rule of the best"). Natural inequalities translate into unequal claims to rule.  
• The Romans believed the republic, which they defined as a mixture of rule of a monarch, the 

wealthy few and the many poor.  

Modem assumptions about the nature and purpose government:  

Many of these assumptions are defended in our Declaration of Independence. Students should 
familiarize themselves with the first two paragraphs of the Declaration.  

• Man is by nature an individual. Governments are the result of a social contract.  
• The purpose of government is to promote safety and acquisition (i.e., I want to get stuff, and 

the government should punish those who want to take my stuff).  
• Men are by nature endowed with inalienable natural rights.  
• There is a natural equality. First, we are equal in possession of natural rights. Second, 

whatever natural inequalities we have they do not translate into natural right of one to rule 
over another.  

• Thus, government must operate by consent of the governed. This is democracy (literally, 
"rule of the masses").  

• Students should have some basic familiarity with the ideas of Machiavelli and John Locke as 
they pertain to these topics.  

An annotated version of the key portions of the Declaration written by Professor Blanchard can be 
found here: http://etech.northern.edu/epublius/  
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