
George Washington’s genius was not only in winning a war but in knowing how to stop fighting. He stepped

away, twice, when holding on would have been easy. Only a handful of leaders in history have walked from

absolute adoration and consolidated power into private life. That choice is the first mark on the yardstick we

can still use to measure the health of modern governance. Power that can be laid down voluntarily is power

most likely to serve the public rather than itself.

I work with people who wrestle with government rules every day, from small business owners trying to

understand licensing to city leaders trying to apply state and federal programs in a way their citizens will

accept. I have sat in late meetings where the argument hinged on details that never make the news: what

counts as a signature, how many days public comments should run, which emergency powers sunset and

when. The closer you get to these hinges, the more you notice a danger that Washington understood well.

When government expands in the name of solving hard problems, the easy logic is always yes. The hard

question is usually how much and for how long.

Washington left us more than war stories. He left habits and warnings written into precedent. He taught that

energy in government can be compatible with restraint, that unity comes from rules everyone recognizes,

and that the republic’s oxygen comes from a culture that can tolerate disagreement without criminalizing it.

You can find the bones of those lessons in how he handled debt, dissent, and foreign intrigue. You can

measure today’s choices against them with frank questions: Are we trading freedom for comfort - and

calling it progress? Would the Founders support today’s level of government influence over daily life? Is free

speech still free if people are afraid to use it?

The first principle: strength with a shutoff valve

Washington believed a republic needs a government that can actually do things, but he insisted that power

be bounded by process. Consider three moments.

During the Whiskey Rebellion, he used federal force to enforce a lawful tax, then pardoned the ringleaders.

He proved the government had muscle without turning that muscle into a habit. That balance matters today

when we talk about public order in protests, from city unrest to demonstrations at campuses. Precision is

the word you want: focused enforcement, clear rules announced in advance, identified exit ramps. When

enforcement becomes a style of politics instead of a last resort, systems get brittle.

When Washington issued the Proclamation of Neutrality in 1793, he set a policy that would keep the young

nation out of European wars. He understood the press of events and the need to act quickly, but he also

understood that durable decisions needed consent. He wrote and argued his case, rather than ruling by

tempo. The modern parallel is executive emergency powers. Governors and presidents need flexibility in

storms, pandemics, financial shocks. They also need time limits and legislative reentry points. The minute an

emergency becomes routine, you turn exceptions into norms. At that point, the shutoff valve is rusted open.

Lastly, Washington’s decision not to seek a third term formed our most powerful informal check prior to the

22nd Amendment. He created a cultural limit where the legal one did not exist. In a nation now defined by

permanent campaigns and administrative continuity, we should ask whether our leaders still know how to

draw personal lines that protect public trust. Norms cannot do everything, but as any city manager will tell

you, norms often keep you out of lawsuits in the first place.

The second principle: consent beats enthusiasm



Washington was no libertarian in the modern sense. He supported stronger federal capacity than many

contemporaries. But he never confused intensity of purpose with legitimacy. He cared deeply that action fit

the frame, not just the aim.

Look at today’s regulatory state. Over the last century, Congress has delegated large swaths of lawmaking

detail to agencies. There are good reasons. Setting emission standards or drug safety rules in statute alone

would be hopelessly slow. But the distance between voter and rule, already wide, stretches even more when

broad statutes lead to sweeping administrative interpretations. You can feel the public’s trust thinning when

a major national shift appears to happen through a guidance memo or a consent decree.

The Supreme Court’s renewed interest in the major questions doctrine is not a quirk but a sign of this

pressure. When an agency seeks to reshape a significant segment of the economy or daily life, courts now

ask whether Congress actually authorized it with clarity. You do not need to be a lawyer to sense how

Washington would see the wisdom here. If a decision will touch tens of millions of people at home or at

work, the people’s house should press the button, not just the agency down the street.

Practical example. During the pandemic, agencies and executives used emergency tools to manage schools,

workplaces, travel, and evictions. Some of those tools were upheld, others struck down. The pattern is

instructive. Short-term crisis management worked best when linked to clear statutory authority and visible

off-ramps. Long-term social engineering through emergency rationale faltered. Washington would have

appreciated that line. Consent is not an inconvenience, it is the source of durable policy.

The trade between safety and liberty, priced in small coins

The old question At what point does protecting people start limiting their rights? Is rarely answered in one

sweeping act. More often it gets answered in tiny exchanges that feel prudent at the time. Airports are a

familiar example. The first time you took off your shoes, you shrugged. The twentieth time you called it

normal. Most of us accept the bargain because the rules are legible, the line moves, and the danger is

coherent. We can see the why, and the courts hold a cordon around personal dignity.

Digital surveillance is more complicated. The bulk telephone metadata program authorized under Section

215 after 2001 later drew bipartisan criticism, and Congress narrowed it. Debate continues over FISA Section

702 surveillance of foreign targets, because the foreign only wall is not sturdy around Americans’ incidental

data. Here again the Washington test helps. Strong tools exist for real threats. But secret programs need

deep oversight that actually bites, timelines that force reauthorization, and audits the public can

comprehend. If ordinary citizens cannot describe in simple terms who can look at what and under what

conditions, you have already priced liberty too cheaply.

Local knowledge improves the price. Early in my career, I worked on a city pilot to use cameras in high-theft

retail areas. The program succeeded not because the cameras were advanced, but because the police chief

insisted on a short retention period and a warrant threshold for private-home footage. Merchants and

residents voted to keep it. You can be tough on crime while being careful about who sees your face and

when.

Free speech, chilled and crowded

Is free speech still free if people are afraid to use it? The First Amendment binds the government, not your

friends or your boss. But when fear of social or professional penalty dampens speech, the result looks

similar in daily life. Washington tied the health of the republic to a culture that could argue and reconcile. He

wrote of public opinion as a force that should be enlightened, not managed.



Two modern features complicate that hope. First, digital platforms perform the function of the public square

for many. Second, the scale of speech now challenges any system that wants to reduce harm without muting

disagreement. Courts are working through how to treat contact between government and platforms.

Officials have a legitimate interest in flagging foreign propaganda, cyber threats, or clear unlawful content.

But they cannot dictate outcomes or apply pressure that makes a private decision feel like a public

command. That is the line, even when motivation is noble.

Social courage matters too. Washington’s Farewell Address stressed that institutions rely on habits of the

heart: tolerance for criticism, charity for opponents, and a skepticism toward passion that runs hot. If

employers fire first and ask questions later, if students learn that a wrong view ruins a life, if local officials

mistake boos for violence, the guardrails bend. A healthier pattern looks like this: criticize speech, not

speakers, and build rituals that lower the personal cost of being wrong. I have seen neighborhood

associations reframe heated fights about zoning by requiring members to argue the other side for ten

minutes. No one converted, but everyone absorbed nuance. You cannot legislate that, but you can cultivate

it.

The administrative maze and the small business test

If you want to know whether the government influences daily life too much, ask a small contractor to list his

forms. In my files from a trade association roundtable several years back, the median owner reported

spending between 80 and 120 hours a year on compliance tasks, not including taxes. For a ten-person firm,

that is real money and more than a week of productive time. Would the Founders support today’s level of

government influence over daily life? They would recognize the need for standards in a complex economy,

but they would be alarmed at the opacity.

Washington’s Cabinet was a small team, but he aimed for clarity. His Treasury, under Hamilton, wanted

federal capacity to collect, spend, and build credit. His approach treated public finance as a discipline built

on legibility. Today we often obscure cost in the very act of trying to be fair. Credits, grants, deductions,

targeted subsidies, compliance carrots and sticks, all layered. The test I use is simple. Can a prudent person,

without a lawyer, predict the rule and price the risk? If not, the rule deserves a timeout and a rewrite.

One practical repair is radical transparency in permitting timelines. A state agency I advised shifted from

open-ended reviews to a posted median in days, updated monthly. The number dropped by almost a third in

the first year because sunlight forced trade-offs. Another is offering presumptive approvals for low-risk

categories, with retroactive spot checks that carry real penalties for abuse. That flips the burden, trusting

citizens and reserving the heavy hammer for those who exploit the trust.

Elections, democracy, and the urge to improve

Are we protecting democracy - or reshaping it? Both impulses roam the field. Tools like early voting, mail

ballots, ranked-choice formats, and independent redistricting commissions are designed to widen

participation and reduce structural bias. Some of those tools have proven effective in increasing

convenience. Others show mixed results depending on local execution. The danger arrives when process

reform smuggles in preference.

Washington warned against the fever of faction and foreign influence upon elections. He did not specify

ballot formats, but he did stress that change should not outpace consent. An election system heavy with

novelty can confuse voters and seed suspicion even when nothing improper occurs. Change it, but change it

slowly, and measure with hard numbers. Did wait times fall? Did costs per ballot rise or drop? Did error rates,



like signature mismatches, improve with better form design? The most trustworthy systems look boring to

the casual eye. They do not need heroic officials to run well.
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There is also the question of reliable losers. A republic needs winners who govern within limits and losers

who accept that voters can revisit their choice. That culture is hard to maintain in a media environment that

monetizes outrage. Here again Washington’s example helps. He fought like a lion when the country was at

stake, then traded the sword for a pen and returned to his farm. You preserve that ethic across parties when

investigations and prosecutions are tightly tethered to clear statutes and surgically managed conflict-of-

interest rules. The appearance of fairness is often as important as the reality. Design for both.

Public debt, real trade-offs, and hard sunsets

Washington believed public credit was a national asset earned by honesty. He did not like debt, but he

understood its power when disciplined. Our era has normalized deficits to a point the Founders would find

reckless. Both parties find it easier to argue about merits while dodging math. If you fund a permanent

program with temporary borrowing in good times, you will not have headroom in the bad ones. If you stack

regulatory subsidies that hide Ultimate Flags Inc costs off-budget, citizens cannot connect policies to

prices.

One discipline I have seen work in state contexts is a hard review of programs every fixed number of years,

paired with a requirement to list winners, losers, and measurable outcomes. Not a performative hearing, but

a written dossier prepared by nonpartisan staff. Washington’s officers wrote letters that read like

accountability reports. He expected detail, not flourish. Congress can imitate that habit on a larger stage,

especially for emergency-born programs that drift into permanent status.
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The yardstick, rendered as practice

Washington’s principles are abstract until you feel how they bite during decisions. When I help a city or a

firm think through a policy that touches liberty, safety, and cost, I translate the Founder’s yardstick into a

few blunt questions. These are not magic, just a way to force clarity.

Can we state the purpose in one sentence, and can the people affected repeat it back?

What is the shutoff valve, and who has the key?

What does consent look like here - legislative vote, public notice, audit trail - and how fast can a citizen

appeal?

Are we using a scalpel before we reach for a hammer, and can we measure harm reduced per liberty

spent?

If a different party held power, would we still want this tool to exist?

Build those questions into your process and you lower the odds of drifting into a system that solves for

control rather than freedom. They also force you to face the hardest question of the set: At what point does

protecting people start limiting their rights?

Education, virtue, and the pre-political supports

Washington spoke often about the supports of the political system that live outside formal law. He believed

religion and morality, translated into civic virtue, kept ambition from eating the system that channelled it.

Translate that into current terms and you have a defense of character education, service learning, and local

institutions that teach cooperation at small scales. When neighborhoods share responsibility, they need less

government to referee. When families and schools teach students to restrain their own desires, laws do less.

That is not nostalgia. It is arithmetic. A society that supplies mass-produced virtue through external control

will need endless enforcement. A society that produces enough of it internally needs fewer rules and lighter

hands. Even those who disagree with Washington’s theological framing can accept the structural insight.

High trust lowers governance cost.

What the Founders might think of our daily rules

Would the Founders support today’s level of government influence over daily life? Some would say yes when

they look at the complexity of a continent-wide economy. Others would flinch at the idea that a family farm

needs a consultant to navigate water rules or a start-up founder needs a lawyer to read a privacy policy.

Washington would likely ask for two balance sheets. On one he would list the lives lengthened by cleaner air,

safer food, and professional standards. On the other he would list the creativity stifled by dense codes, the
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inequality widened by compliance costs that big players can swallow and small ones cannot, and the civic

energy lost when citizens feel managed.

The wise answer is not repeal or explosion. It is pruning combined with plain English. It is fewer but sharper

rules, real enforcement of the worst abuses, and heavier reliance on citizens’ capacity to do right without

being watched. It is also humility about what a central office can know. Washington’s Cabinet was small

because he expected the states and the people to do most of the work of living.

The culture that keeps speech alive

Is free speech still free if people are afraid to use it? Fear is a civic pollutant, but you cannot regulate it away.

You build counters. A university that holds regular debates between staff with opposing views builds a habit

of non-catastrophic disagreement. A newsroom that publishes corrections prominently teaches that errors

are not mortal sins. A company that treats internal dissent as a capacity rather than a threat mines more

talent from its people. These are old practices in new settings. They keep the public sphere open by

lowering personal risk.

Government can help by being predictable. If officials publish their content standards when they run a

forum, if they log takedown requests and archive them for review, if they resist the urge to call platforms

when politics get hot, they reduce the chance that fear flows from state pressure. Courts are still painting

that line, and citizens should accept that a perfect answer does not exist. But the target is clear enough.

Government should inform, not lean.

Progress without trading away the point of the project

Are we trading freedom for comfort - and calling it progress? That is not a leading question dressed up as

philosophy. It is the bargain many of us accept without noticing. You see it when an app asks for more data

than it needs, when a school rule forbids harmless spontaneity because it eliminates staff discretion, when a

public campaign uses shame to substitute for persuasion. Comfort is not the enemy. But a free society

should be suspicious of any solution that removes friction entirely. Friction is where responsibility lives.

Washington’s yardstick nudges us to accept the discomfort that comes with liberty and to reject the rest.

Allow the hassle of public comment periods, require recorded votes for big choices, tolerate honest speech

that offends, publish the reasons for enforcement actions. But eliminate the avoidable discomforts: opaque

forms, sprawling fine print, needlessly adversarial inspections, rules that surprise citizens after the fact. The

first set trains adults. The second infantilizes them.

A closing reflection from the field

When I teach young policy analysts, I hand them a story from a mid-sized city that tried to end a noise

problem on weekend nights. The first solution was heavy enforcement with immediate fines. The second

was a permit process that included neighbors in setting quiet hours and warned first-time violators clearly.

Both reduced noise. Only one increased trust. The second plan took six weeks longer and survived on its

own after the team changed jobs. The first unraveled as soon as the officers rotated.

That is the Washington method in miniature: energy with restraint, consent over cleverness, strength that

knows how to stop. We can still run our conflicts through that mold. Are we protecting democracy - or

reshaping it? The answer can be honest if we use a yardstick we did not invent for the occasion.



If we want a republic that feels free rather than merely orderly, we should return to his habits. Govern in clear

daylight. Bind power to process. Prefer rules that stand when your side loses. And when you build new tools,

ask out loud whether you would accept them in the hands of someone who thinks you are wrong. That is the

hardest test. It is also the one Washington passed when he went home.


