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1.0 | What is Government? 

Government can be defined as the institutions and processes that make and 

implement a society’s legally authoritative decisions. The government unit can be a 

city, a school board, a county, a state, a multi-state regional compact, a national 

government, or even an international body. In the U.S., government includes the 

national government institutions—Congress, the presidency, the federal courts, and 

the federal bureaucracies; the 50 state governments—state legislatures, governors, 

courts, and bureaucracies; and the thousands of local governments—cities, counties, 

and other special government districts such as school boards and the transportation 

authorities that govern airports, seaports, and mass transit. These governments make 

legally authoritative decisions that include legislation, administrative regulations, 

executive orders, case law rulings, and other public policy actions that are 

authoritative because individuals and organizations are obligated to obey them or 

face some kind of legal sanction.   

1.10 | Why Government 

Is government necessary?  Do people need governing—or is it possible for people to 

live without government?  What should governments do—what are the appropriate 

or legitimate functions of government? Why do governments exist all over the world 

even though people everywhere are so critical of government?  These are political 

questions that were first asked in ancient times when people began thinking about 

life in organized societies. They are still asked today. The answers to questions 

about the need for government, and the legitimate role of government, reflect 

contemporary thinking about fundamental human values and goals, including 

freedom, order, morality and ethics, equality, justice, individualism, economic 

security, and national security.  Although these are widely shared values and goals, 

their relative importance varies a great deal among the countries of the world. The 

why government questions are especially relevant in the United States because of its 

strong tradition of anti-government rhetoric.  

The strong strain of anti-government thinking is evident in public policy. For 

example, most Americans think that employees should get paid family leave to care 

for babies or family members who are sick or injured. However, the U.S. is the only 

developed country that does not mandate paid family leave. What explains this 

disconnect between public opinion and public policy? One explanation is the general 

public skepticism about government mandates and social programs. A PEW 

Research Center survey revealed strong public support for paid family leave, but 

also differences of opinion about whether the family leave should be required by the 

government or whether employers should merely be encouraged to provide it.
1
 A

federal law—The Family and Medical Leave Act—provides for 12 weeks of unpaid 

leave, but only about 60% of workers are eligible for it. Furthermore, the Bureau of 

Labor Statistics (BLS) data indicate that only 13% of employees have employer paid 

leave—and these are upper income workers, not the low-paid workers who have the 

greatest need for it. Organizations such as The Center for WorkLife Law at the 
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University of California Hastings advocate for employment policies that accommodate 

employees with family caregiving responsibilities, and laws that target family 

responsibilities discrimination (FRD)—discrimination against workers with family 

caregiving responsibilities. The comparatively strong anti-government political culture in 

the U.S. is the primary reason for the comparatively limited family leave policy in the 

U.S. 

1.11 | Why Politics 

Government is not the only way to organize life in a political community. Life is also 

organized by civil society. The term civil society refers to the private sector individuals 

that voluntarily cooperate with others, the families, the political parties and interest 

groups, the professional associations, schools, and religious institutions or faith-based 

organizations. These civil society organizations and institutions are not government 

entities. Life is also organized by business. Business is also the private sector, but it is 

the private for-profit sector rather than the not-for-profit sector. Figure One below 

illustrates the three sectors of society that organize life in a community: government (the 

public sector); civil society (the private sector); and business (the for-profit sector). In 

American politics, anti-government rhetoric commonly reflects the belief that the growth 

of government (the public sector) is taking over political functions that were traditionally 

(and perhaps better) performed by the private sector (civil society and business). Public 

policy debates about education, job training, health care or other social services, 

highways, parks, and protection from crime are often about whether these functions and 

services should be provided by government or the private sector. Although politics is 

often associated with government, it is important to remember that government does not 

have a monopoly of politics. There is a great deal of non-government politics in civil 

society and business. 
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