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Unit 5              Period: ___

What is Government?

Complete the questions below 

1) Complete the left-hand column first

2) Read the article on the back: What is the Purpose of Government
3) Complete the right-hand column

	Your Opinion
	Ideas In Article

	1) What would life be like without a government?

2) What are the responsibilities of government?

3) What are the responsibilities of citizens?

4) When, if ever, should citizens overthrow their     government?


	1) What would life be like without a government?

2) What are the responsibilities of government?

3) What are the responsibilities of citizens?

4) When, if ever, should citizens overthrow their     government?




What is the Purpose of Government?
What is the purpose of government?  Answers to that question vary from person to person and country to country.  Some say government’s only purpose is to protect us, others believe the government exists to provide both protection and care for its citizens (social services).  In order to better understand the purpose of government, it is important to begin at the beginning: try to visualize living somewhere government didn’t exist.

Some philosophers believe that without government, people would turn on each other leading to a, “war of every man against every man” and would make life, “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”  According to Enlightenment philosopher John Locke, the problem with a state of anarchy (no government) is that there would be nothing there to protect the life, liberty, and property of people.  Therefore, according to Locke, it is in their best interest for people to create governments to protect their rights as human beings.  The purpose of government, according to Locke is to protect life, liberty, and property.

Locke’s basic idea of government is a social contract.  Since human beings are naturally social animals, they move to communities and interact with other people.  However, people need some way to settle conflicts arising from disputes over property, trade, and violence.  Therefore, the community establishes a contract creating a government with the purpose of protecting the interest of citizens.  According to Locke, if the government fails to uphold this contract and protect its citizens, it should be replaced or overthrown.
Some people believe that government can serve many purposes beyond merely protecting natural rights.  Government can provide much needed social services.  For example, the government can demand taxes from its citizens in order to pay for sewer systems, education, roads, parks, health care, etc.  Government also provides national security, a challenging task at present.  Despite the end of the Cold War, the United States still contends with rouge states and their nuclear arsenals as well as international terrorism.  The United States spends $300 billion per year on national security.  The government can also raise the standard of living for all its citizens by making important economic decisions.  For example, the U.S. makes payments to some farmers not to farm part of their land, which helps farmers earn more money by slightly increasing the price of their product.  The Federal Reserve also sets interest rates in order to stop inflation, prevent recessions, and encourage trade.  

There are almost as many different opinions regarding government as there are people.  From anarchists to socialists, and everything in between, there are hundreds of different ideas regarding the purpose of government.  
