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A look at what makes good government 

 Now that the Tea Party (by controlling the Republican Party) effectively controls both 

houses of Congress, we can expect increased ranting against “big government.”  However, our 

real objective shouldn’t be to make government large or small, but to make it good.  Once we 

determine how to do that, we make it whatever size it must be to do the job, and fund it 

accordingly. 

 What is good government?  America’s founders gave considerable thought to the matter, 

and outlined government’s general purposes in the Preamble to the Constitution:  

. . . to form a more perfect union, establish justice, insure domestic tranquility, provide for the 

common defense, promote the general welfare, and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves 

and our posterity . . . . 

Only six items!  But we’d better fill in some details. 

Forming a more perfect union:  America’s first union under the Articles of Confederation had 

been far from perfect, with sovereign states squabbling among themselves and threatening the 

ruination of business, while a weak central government stood helplessly by.  Under the new 

Constitution, a stronger federal government would establish uniform basic laws and rights, issue 

a common currency, and abolish state tariffs on interstate commerce. 

Establishing justice:  Government of, by, and for the people required a new philosophy of 

egalitarian justice, without preference to rank or socio-economic status.  A federal system of 

courts would address disputes between states, as well as issues concerning the people at large. 

Insuring domestic tranquility:  This ongoing task requires just and prudent laws, enabling us to 

deal effectively with problems that disrupt people’s lives, fair business, and the social order.  It 

requires banning or regulating activities that jeopardize the public interest, and penalizing any 
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who refuse to comply with those reasonable limits. 

Providing for the common defense:  At first, national defense comprised only naval and marine 

forces to repel invasion and combat piracy.  Land defense was left to state militias normally 

under authority of the governors, but available to the president to address national emergencies.  

Eventually, though, the evolving scope and technology of warfare exceeded the means of the 

militias.  So, a national army was established, and the burden of providing troops’ pay, food, 

uniforms, shelter, training, equipment, medical care, and long-distance transport fell upon the 

federal government.  As both threats and technology evolved further, additional forces, including 

coast guard, air force, homeland security, and even surveillance from space, were eventually 

added. 

Promoting the general welfare:  Early measures included establishing public schools and 

abolishing slavery.  But major calamities, both natural and man-made, eventually made it clear 

that government must act on behalf of the people, either to moderate forces that individuals and 

businesses were powerless to control, or else to provide relief when the inevitable happened.  So 

now we have unemployment relief, Social Security, federal banking regulation and insurance; 

disease control, Medicare, Medicaid, affordable health care; food and drug inspection, protection 

of consumer interests and of occupational and environmental safety; federal funding of public 

infrastructure, basic medical research, and emergency relief etc.  And oh yes, satellites for 

communication, weather forecasting, and GPS!  And these are only a sampling.  Americans love 

being self-sufficient (and having space-age gadgets), but we also need a safety net when disaster 

strikes. 

Securing the blessings of liberty:  To oppose concentration of power, the founders created a 

durable system of checks and balances.  Nonetheless, there are factions determined to replace our 
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democracy with something else.  This is nothing new; by the early 20
th

 century, a number of 

“robber barons” had cornered much of the nation’s wealth, blocking the way to general 

prosperity.  Only resolute action by two presidents (both named Roosevelt, but from opposing 

parties) halted big money’s takeover of the people’s government and defended the true creators 

of prosperity: the productive working and middle classes.  But now, with regulation gutted since 

the 1980s, the robber barons are back.  This time, they’ll succeed—unless we, the people, stop 

them. 
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