


Bright-line

The term “bright-line” is an important concept
in the study of government. A bright-line is a
clear point of separation between two things or
ideas. The Merriam Webster online dictionary
defines a bright-line as, “providing an unam-
biguous criterion or guideline especially in law”.
In matters of government and public policy, it is
important to develop and maintain a bright-line
between acceptable and unacceptable govern-
ment actions. As an example, the accusation
of murder is a serious criminal charge with very
serious consequences. For this reason, the law
should have (and generally does have) very
specific definitions of what constitutes murder.
These specific, and sometimes technical,
definitions form a bright-line that separates the
act of murder from other actions that are not
murder.

Since governments are capable of a broad
array of improper and dangerous actions
(including murder), we must work to develop
bright-lines that help us to separate the proper
activities from the improper activities of our
governments.

Some might argue that we can’t attempt to
define a proper role for government because a
nation’s citizens don’t or won’t agree on what
that role should be. But any disagreement
about where to place the bright-line does not
deny its existence. And if a bright-line exists,
we have a moral obligation to work diligently to
find it and enforce it.

As a college student majoring in Political
Science, | took a great number of political
science courses from numerous professors on
three college campuses. Not once did any of
these professors ask or even address the
question of the proper role of government. The
concept is just as foreign to modern academia
as it is to our media, but it must be addressed
and ultimately decided by any society that
wants to limit government.
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