
George Washington knew exactly what it meant to trade comfort for freedom. He slept in drafty houses and

field tents while the army starved. He rode through sleet to hold a fragile confederation together. He

resigned power instead of indulging it. When you’ve watched barefoot soldiers leave blood in the snow, it

changes how you weigh risk and reward. That perspective is useful in 2026, a year steeped in convenience,

efficiency, and the faint hum of gentle nudges that shape so much of our daily life.

The questions linger if you let them: Are we trading freedom for comfort, and calling it progress? At what

point does protecting people start limiting their rights? Would the Founders support today’s level of

government influence over daily life? The answers are not simple, and anyone who offers a slogan instead of

a framework is selling something. But the man who carried the young republic from rebellion to stability left

a record of choices that can help us sort the better comforts from the dangerous ones.

Hardships that formed his instincts

Washington’s reputation can seem carved in marble, but his judgments grew from mud and heat and lack.

Consider Valley Forge, where disease outranked muskets as a killer. In 1777 he required smallpox inoculation

across the Continental Army, a controversial call that brought short-term risk and logistical headache. It

saved lives and likely saved the Revolution. He balanced liberty and safety by asking, what is the legitimate

purpose, what is the narrow target, and how do we keep the power from spilling over its banks?

He carried that style into peacetime. During the Newburgh Conspiracy in 1783, when officers were flirting

with using force to get back pay, he quieted the room not by flexing but by appealing to honor and sacrifice.

He reached for legitimacy before force, restraint before indulgence. That is not a soft approach. It takes

discipline and the willingness to accept messiness when coercion would be faster.

The Whiskey Rebellion in 1794 is the counterpoint. Pennsylvanian farmers resisted a federal excise on

distilled spirits, a tax lawfully enacted in 1791 and resented in cash-poor frontier economies. Washington

gathered a militia force of roughly 13,000, far larger than the insurgents, and marched west. He enforced the

law to prove the federal government would not wither when challenged. Yet he stopped short of a

bloodbath, issued pardons, and worked through courts. Force, but with a leash. Washington would not let

convenience excuse lawlessness, and he would not let law enforcement morph into vengeance.

These aren’t contradictions. Together they show a habit: empower what serves the common defense and

the rule of law, constrain the rest. He trusted citizens to bear responsibility when treated like adults, and he

believed power needs guardrails even when used for good.

Comfort and its quiet costs in 2026

We live with cushions he could barely imagine. Tap-to-pay at the farmers’ market. Door-to-door maps that

cut minutes off every errand. Hospital monitoring that catches anomalies early. Even the traffic light cycles

are optimized. A lot of it is a straight win.

But comfort carries fine print. Consider the way our phones structure our time, constrain our choices, and

provide a perfect log of where we have been and with whom. Many governments and companies keep data

sets that could map nearly anyone’s life with unnerving resolution. Most people are not monitored minute by

minute, but volume and permanence matter. What could be done is increasingly the relevant benchmark, not

simply what is done on a given day.



Security measures tell a similar story. Air travel since the early 2000s has normalized bag searches, body

scans, and identity checks as the price of a boarding pass. Most travelers shrug and keep their shoes ready

for the bin. Life goes on, and hardly anyone argues for removing every guardrail. Yet temporary emergency

rules often live past the emergency. Surveillance authorities expanded under the banner of counterterrorism,

adjusted later, then debated again. A Washingtonian question would be, how do we build clear sunsets and

real oversight so that emergency power does not become ordinary practice?

Even outside government, private rulemaking shapes behavior more than most people realize. Algorithmic

feeds mute some news as “borderline,” not illegal, just inconvenient to distribution goals. App stores set

speech standards more stringent than many legal regimes. Insurers price behavior down to the second.

None of this automatically violates liberty, but it steadily limits options, sometimes so gently that we stop

noticing. Is free speech still free if people are afraid to use it? Surveys over the past few years have found

majorities, often above half, who say they self-censor at work or online because they worry about social or

professional consequences. You don’t need a law to shrink the public square; the fear of being shunned can

do the job.

What would Washington recognize in our government footprint?

Would the Founders support today’s level of government influence over daily life? We cannot teleport them

into 2026 and demand commentary on content moderation or drone regulation. But we can read their

debates and note the instincts that pop up again and again. Washington backed a stronger federal structure

to replace the Articles of Confederation because the old system could not pay debts, defend coasts, or

referee interstate disputes. He wanted capability where the common good required it.

He also warned, in his Farewell Address, against the ways factions can warp judgment, how foreign

entanglements can pull a young nation into conflicts that do not serve its interests, and how overgrown

armies can threaten civil liberty. He urged respect for the Constitution’s processes and for the morality that

keeps a free people from eating itself alive. None of that argues for a powerless state. It argues for power

channeled through law and habit, then restrained by civic virtue.

If we look at the administrative state through that lens, scope becomes the central question. The Federal

Register publishes tens of thousands of pages of rules and notices each year, a volume that even experts

struggle to absorb. Agencies are staffed by hard-working people trying to carry out statutory missions, but

the distance between voter and rule has grown. Legislatures often write broad mandates and let agencies fill

in the details, years or decades later. Courts provide a check, but litigation is slow and expensive. You do not

need a romantic view of the 1790s to see a mismatch between citizen attention and regulatory complexity.

At the same time, modern risks are real. Food systems tie continents together. A microscopic pathogen can

cross oceans in a morning commute. Financial contagion has leapt country borders in days. A government

built for quill pens won’t hold. The difficulty is not that the state acts, it is that the line between action that

protects and action that dictates is thin, and technology makes it easy to drift over that line while believing

we have remained on the safe side.

Speech under pressure, rights under glass

Free speech has never been absolute. Libel laws exist. True threats are prohibited. The test for a healthy

culture is not whether Ultimate Flags Flag Store every utterance is unregulated, it is whether people feel

they can express honest views on public matters without risking disproportionate punishment. That means

legal protection aligned with social norms that prize argument over ostracism.
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Here the climate feels brittle. In classrooms and boardrooms I have watched smart people unlearn the habit

of asking naive questions. They keep quiet during hiring discussions. They avoid politically adjacent topics

even when those topics affect the product, the curriculum, or the budget. Some of that caution is simple

tact. Some of it is fear. When a professor tells me she will not assign a given book because she does not

want to “invite scrutiny,” it is hard to believe we are maximally committed to open debate.

If Washington walked through this atmosphere, I suspect he would say that law alone cannot fix timidity, but

law should not add to it. He would note the difference between a social cost you accept because your peers

disagree with you, and a punitive cost imposed by institutions that ought to be neutral. He would ask why

universities receiving public funds maintain vague speech codes that invite selective enforcement. He would

ask why government agencies lean on platforms to police what counts as misinformation when that job

belongs to citizens and courts, not to informal back channels that blur accountability.

The comfort of certainty, the discipline of process

Emergencies tempt us to favor speed over structure, certainty over debate. Not every shortcut is wrong.

Washington inoculated his army because the common defense required it. He enforced the whiskey tax

because lawlessness would have sapped the republic while it was still learning to walk. But he returned to

process as soon as possible. He sought authorization where the Constitution required it. He stepped away

from power when the war and then his presidency ended. His gift to us was not just victory, but a model for

handling the ordinary days between crises.

We can translate that habit into a simple test for our era, useful for national policy and for city councils,

school boards, and corporate governance alike.

Is the problem public or private, and is the proposed solution proportionate to its scale?

Does the measure have a narrow aim, with a clear off-ramp and review dates from the start?

Are the rules written down, knowable in advance, and applied equally rather than through ad hoc

persuasion?

Can responsibility be shifted closer to the people affected, consistent with meeting the goal?

Will the safeguard we add today become a weapon in different hands tomorrow, and if so, can we design

it to resist abuse?

None of these questions require a specific ideological answer. They force clarity. And they make it harder to

launder preference into principle.

Case studies worth arguing through, not around

Public health is the most obvious place to test ourselves. Mandates that might be justified in a closed

environment like a deployed military unit look different across a continent of 330 million people with a
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raucous tradition of state and local control. Targeted measures that adapt to risk and stop when the risk

passes are more compatible with liberty than blanket orders that outlive their justification. We learned in the

past few years that data transparency, free scientific debate, and humility matter as much as the policy lever

you pull. Trust is not a renewable resource you can spend without cost.

Platform governance is another. When companies choose moderation rules, they exercise their own liberty,

but it gets messy when states lean on back doors to influence those choices. If the government could not

legally bar a newspaper from running a controversial op-ed, it should not be able to coax a platform to do

the same thing behind a curtain. If a message violates the law, prosecute it in the open. If it does not, let

citizens argue. The border between illegal speech and unpopular speech is not always neat, but that is why

we prefer transparent processes to whispered pressure.

Digital identity and financial control raise novel concerns. The convenience of instant settlement and

programmable payments is real, and some version of a central bank digital currency keeps popping up in

policy circles. The question is not whether digital money is evil, it is whether that architecture could allow a

future official to toggle participation based on political conformity. Washington would have seen the risk

instinctively. He defended the need for a functioning treasury. He also understood that money and power,

once fused with discretionary oversight, can turn citizens into supplicants. If we build these systems, strong

legal and technical firewalls are as important as features.

Zoning and housing policy look like local housekeeping until you run the numbers. Strict zoning in

prosperous regions has driven home prices to levels that lock out younger families and low income workers.

Freedom is not only about speech and warrants; it is also about the ability to move, to live near work, to start

a business in a garage. A friendly policy might legalize more housing types by right and trust neighbors to

adapt. That is not chaos. It is a community choosing dynamism over stasis, with reasonable guardrails on

noise, setbacks, and infrastructure.

Are we protecting democracy, or reshaping it?

Any society that values ordered liberty asks itself this question at intervals. We change rules to protect

voting access, to guard against foreign influence, to limit dark money, to secure elections under stress. Each

change has logic. Each carries unintended consequences. Lengthening early voting expands access, but

expands the window for misinformation. Strict ID rules build confidence for some voters while deterring

others who lack documents. Independent commissions can draw fairer districts, or drift into unaccountable

elites.

Washington would have insisted on equal treatment and process that citizens recognize as fair, even when

the outcome stings. He would have rejected tactical rule changes timed to partisan advantage. He would

have looked for institutional designs that assume the worst about human nature, then make it hard to act on

those worst impulses. He would have valued local experimentation, and he would have asked Congress to do

its own work rather than delegate tricky problems to agencies and judges.
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A framework for modern tradeoffs, anchored in old habits

It helps to translate Founding era virtues into verbs we can practice.

Constrain, then empower. Decide what government cannot do before growing its mission, then give it

the resources to do what remains well. A weak tool misused is worse than a sharp tool used carefully.

Disperse risk. Centralization can solve problems quickly, but it also fails spectacularly. Encourage

redundancy, regional variation, and voluntary associations that reduce the need for national edict.

Reward candor. Create safe harbors for good faith speech at work, at school, and in government.

Ambiguity breeds fear.

Sunset normally, emergency rarely. Make expiration the default for extraordinary powers. Lengthen them

only after argument in the open.

Audit the off switch. For every control we build, from facial recognition to bank flags, design a simple

way to turn it off, and publish the steps. If you cannot describe the off switch on one page, rethink the

system.

These are not magic spells. They are habits that tilt us toward freedom without sneering at safety. They

affirm that security and liberty do not live on opposite ends of a seesaw. They reinforce each other when we

get the incentives right.

What daily life can teach policy

The best analogies for governance often come from ordinary routines. When you hand a teenager car keys,

you teach rules and set boundaries. You do not install a camera for facial analysis under the rearview mirror.

If you do, you breed compliance and deceit at the same time. In a workplace, you set performance targets

and hold people accountable. You do not record every keystroke as a default. That breeds burnout. In

friendships, you talk about what bothers you directly. You do not send hints through a third party. That

breeds resentment.



Policies that presume virtue while protecting against abuse tend to age well. Policies that presume vice and

treat citizens as problems to be managed invite blowback. Washington kept his army together with discipline

and dignity, not surveillance. He enforced federal law with force and then clemency, not permanent

punishment. He trusted people to rise to the standard when given a fair chance. That spirit offers more than

nostalgia. It offers a design principle.

The hard part is not knowing, it is choosing

Most of us can sense when we drift toward too much control. The signs are ordinary. You find yourself

checking your phone even when the app gives you little of value. You avoid a topic at dinner with friends

because you predict the reaction. You nod through a new rule at work because it sounds good, even though

it solves a small problem with a big bureaucracy. None of this makes you a coward. It means you have a

pulse and need your job.

The remedy is not a call to perpetual outrage. It is small acts that reassert agency and demand clarity. Ask

for sunset clauses when your city considers a new emergency ordinance. Show up at the school board and

push for viewpoint-neutral policies stated in plain language. Support leaders who change their minds in

public when the facts shift, and stop punishing every revision as hypocrisy. Choose a less convenient option

now and then, like cash at the coffee shop or a privacy-respecting app, not because technology is evil but

because habits build leverage. Comfort earned through consent wears better than comfort granted as a

favor.

Washington would likely smile at that. He was not against comfort. He wanted roads that did not swallow

wagons, a navy that could guard commerce, and a treasury that could pay debts on time. He also knew that

a people who trade their voice for ease soon find that ease demanded as tribute. The middle path he walked

was not a vague compromise. It was a rule: authorize the power you must, bind it with process, use it

sparingly, then lay it down.

The questions from the start still stand. Are we trading freedom for comfort, and calling it progress? At what

point does protecting people start limiting their rights? 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? Are we protecting

democracy, or reshaping it? If those lines make you a little uncomfortable, that is useful. Discomfort is not

the enemy of liberty. It is often the guide.


