
so much of the angst among vot-
ers this election year – from Occu-
py protesters who rail not just
against Wall Street but for the idea
that “we don’t need politicians to
build a better society” to tea
partiers who carry pocket copies
of the Constitution and espouse
the principle of “constitutionally
limited government.” 

Americans, Republicans and
Democrats alike, are asking some
fundamental questions about the
state of the union that go beyond
how to grow the economy, add
jobs, lower fuel prices and curb
foreclosures. 

Among the most profound:
What is – and perhaps should be –
the role of government in our
lives? 

That many Americans believe
government, the federal govern-
ment in particular, has grown too
big and powerful is hardly an
earth-shattering revelation. It is one
of the reasons the tea party was
born. Why debates over bailouts,
stimulus packages and the national
deficit have intensified. Why state
legislatures are pushing back
against congressional regulations.
Why the champion of libertarian-
ism, GOP presidential candidate
Ron Paul, draws dedicated follow-
ers who cheer his proposals to end
the Federal Reserve, repeal the fed-
eral income tax and abolish the
Internal Revenue Service (along
with the federal departments of
Commerce, Education, Energy and
more). And why more than two
dozen states sued over the Patient
Protection and Affordable Care
Act. 

A December Gallup poll
showed Americans’ fear of big
government has reached near-
record levels, with 64 percent
deeming it a bigger threat to the
country than big business or big
labor. Driving the increase was a
rise in the percentage of Democ-
rats who view the government as
ever-more threatening.

“I think more and more people
across the political spectrum are
saying, ‘Whoa. We don’t want
these people having this kind of
power,’ ” says Michael Boldin,

executive director of the Tenth
Amendment Center, a think-tank
that supports limited government.
“ ‘Obamacare’ is the symbol for
conservatives. Things like the
NDAA” – the National Defense
Authorization Act, which was
signed into law in December and
could allow for the indefinite
detention of U.S. citizens suspect-
ed of terrorism – “are now becom-
ing a symbol across the political
spectrum.” 

“The way we see it is no matter
what political party’s been in
power for probably a hundred
years now ... government keeps
growing. And people can protest,
vote the bums out, or sue in court.
It keeps happening.”

And now the anti-big-govern-
ment mantra has become a domi-
nant theme on the Republican
campaign trail, with the health
care law fomenting much of the
furor.  

“Are we a great country
because we have a great and pow-
erful federal government?”
Republican candidate Rick Santo-
rum asked the crowd at a Lincoln
Day lunch in Arizona.

“Noooooo!” the audience
shouted in response. 

“Are we a great country
because we have free people that
will go out and pursue their

dreams and build a great and just
society from the bottom up?” 

“Yesssss!” 
“That’s really the question in

this campaign.”
In some ways it is, especially

for conservative Americans who
embrace the low-tax, limited-reg-
ulation, free-market principles of
Barry Goldwater and Ronald Rea-
gan.

The statistics alone are enough
to fuel the fire. Prior to the Great
Depression, with the exception of
times of war, the federal budget
was either in surplus or close to
balanced, according to the U.S.
Office of Budget and Manage-
ment. Then came the 1929 stock
market crash, President Franklin
D. Roosevelt’s New Deal reforms
to get Americans back to work –
and a rising tide of federal spend-

ing, government expansion and
budget deficits. 

In 1930, federal spending was
3.4 percent of the U.S. gross
domestic product. By 1941, with
the nation on the cusp of World
War II, it was 12 percent. Today –
after still more wars, economic
crises, growth in government enti-
tlement programs such as Medic-
aid and Medicare, savings and loan
troubles, bailouts, decreased rev-
enues, tax cuts and more – federal
spending is 24 percent of GDP, our
national debt is $15 trillion and we
face yearly federal budget deficits
in the $1 trillion range.

This didn’t just happen in a vac-
uum; government grows for a rea-
son, and the United States is hard-
ly alone among rich nations sport-
ing big bureaucracies. Think back
over the 20th century: Postwar
growth spurred demand for roads
and services; scientific advance-
ments brought about new agencies
and bigger investments (consider
the “space race”); defense spend-
ing increased during times of war;
the 9/11 attacks brought on more
spending for counterterrorism and
training of first responders as well
as new agencies such as the
Department of Homeland Security
and the Transportation Security
Administration.

Health care reform was a
response to the fact that more than
50 million Americans lack health
insurance – and that their care in
clinics and emergency rooms
costs nearly $75 billion a year.
The Obama administration’s sig-
nature achievement would ensure
that all receive medical insurance;
the flip side is that the government

says all MUST have medical
insurance or pay a penalty.

Add to the mix the residue of
the financial crisis – the bank and
auto industry bailouts, the stimu-
lus bills that contributed to a bur-
geoning federal debt – and the
result is anger on both sides of the
political spectrum. 

But the issue has as much to do
with emotion as it does econom-
ics. The “big government” debate
challenges some of our most
intrinsic beliefs as Americans, the
very values on which the nation
was founded: freedom, liberty, the
right to live our lives as we see fit
in the pursuit of happiness. 

When asked what matters most
to them this election year (aside
from defeating President Barack
Obama), Republican voters often
respond with answers that have
nothing to do with the economy or
jobs or housing or, even, debt and
deficits. Rather, they begin talking
about a loss of independence, a
sense of powerlessness and mis-
trust, a feeling that government is
simply too much in their business.

They refer to recent news
reports about North Carolina
schoolchildren who were made to
eat cafeteria meals after a teacher
decided their home-packed lunch-
es failed to meet federal dietary
guidelines required for govern-
ment-funded school lunch pro-
grams.

“It’s that outlook on things that
is just so wrong. Like we can’t run
our own lives,” says Margaret
Birkemo, a missionary from
Fountain Hills, Ariz.

Or they condemn the contro-
versial “light bulb law,” setting

new energy-saving standards that
would have meant an eventual
end to old-style 100-watt bulbs in
favor of those newfangled fluo-
rescents. After a Republican-led
fight last year to overturn the stan-
dards entirely, a deal was instead
reached to delay enforcement
until October. (In fact, the law
including the new standards was
signed by Republican George W.
Bush.)

“I’m hoarding those old light
bulbs,” says Gates, who serves as
president of her tea party group in
Lenoir, N.C. “I don’t want any of
those little curlicue ... things in my
house. Uh-uh.” 

Or they paraphrase the conser-
vative champion of limited gov-
ernment. 

“I think it’s Reagan that said
government’s not the answer to
your problem, it is your problem,”
says Don Graves, a school bus
driver in Chandler, Ariz. “You
need to always worry when they
say the government’s going to
take care of you. It’s not the gov-
ernment’s job. Yet that’s what
we’ve evolved to, and more so
over the last three years than in the
200 years prior combined. That’s
the way I see it.” 

Historian Ballard Campbell,
author of a book called “The
Growth of American Govern-
ment,” sees all of this mostly as
recycled, election-year propagan-
da intended to rally the Republi-
can base. A presidential election
“kicks up a lot dust on issues that
intersect with the growth of gov-
ernment,” he says. “It’s an old
song that I’ve heard over and over
again.” 

“We loved him and supported
him,” Phyllis said, her voice
cracking from emotion. “This is
what he wanted, and he wanted to
do it well.”

Even though the comforts
many Americans take for granted
were gone, Philip seemed to enjoy
serving with the 1st Battalion, 6th
Marine Regiment in southern
Afghanistan.

“They had showers set up, but
they couldn’t get the water warm
enough,” the Marine’s mom said.
“But at least he made sure to
shave every day.”

As darkness filled
Afghanistan’s war-torn night
skies, Philip called home on
Christmas morning in America.

“He was excited,” the mother
said. “I said, ‘Keep your chin up;
look to God. But watch where you
walk.’ ”

“Always, Mom,” the confident
Marine replied.

On Jan. 18, Philip was killed
while conducting combat opera-
tions in Afghanistan’s Helmand
province. According to his moth-
er, a suicide bomber on a motor-
cycle “came and blew him up” in
a civilian square. She said three
Marines were wounded, including
one seriously, in the terrorist
attack.

“It was such a sucker punch,”
Phyllis said less than two months

after her son was killed. “I never,
ever, ever expected this.”

One of the Gold Star mother’s
only comforts is how fellow
Marines responded to the tragedy.
“He was never alone,” she said. “I
was told by several of his squad
members at the memorial service
how they all stood by him as he
was laying on the stretcher.”

Though angry at the terrorist
who killed her son, Phyllis won’t
allow herself to become bitter. “He
lived a full life in 25 years,” she
said. “We may not have thought it
was done, but God thought it was.”

Her focus now is making sure
her devastated daughter-in-law’s
dreams stay alive.

“We want her to love again and
have babies,” Phyllis said. “Philip
wouldn’t begrudge her any of that
happiness.”

As Phyllis adjusts to life with-
out one of her “ducklings,” she
hopes a media-driven culture will
start paying more attention to the
brave men and women who pro-
tect the pond.

“I just want people to under-
stand that there is still a war going
on,” the mother said.

— Tom Sileo is director of story
development at USO. The
Unknown Soldiers seeks to keep
America’s post-9/11 conflicts in
our daily national consciousness.
His column appears weekly.
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   One Regular Price Item

Coupon Coupon
COUPON FOR IN-STORE OR ONLINE USE!

Coupon
Code:

Offer may be used for any one item of regular price only. 
A single cut of fabric or trim “by the yard” equals one item.

One coupon per customer per day. 
Must present original coupon at time of purchase.

Offer is not valid with any other coupon, discount or previous purchase.
Excludes custom framing and floral orders, labor, gift cards, CRICUT® products, 

“Tim Holtz Vagabond Machine”, special orders, rentals or class fees.
Online fabric & trim discount is limited to 10 yards, single cut.

Cash Value 1/10¢.

Book signing to follow lecture.
Ice cream after lecture to the first 400 people!

Seating is on a first-come,
first-seated basis.

For more information,
call 270-745-5204.

All Cultural Enhancement Series
events are FREE and open

to WKU students, faculty, staff,
and the general public.

2011-2012 CULTURAL ENHANCEMENT SERIES PRESENTS

Monday, March 19, 2012
7:30 PM

Van Meter Hall

The “Jerry” in Ben & Jerry’s
— Jerry Greenfield shares his 
thoughts on entrepreneurial 

spirit, his sense of social 
responsibility and his innovative 

business philosophy.
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Tea party supporter William Temple of Brunswick, Ga., cheers Dec. 3
for then-presidential candidate Herman Cain in Atlanta.


