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Founding Principles 
 

The Declaration of Independence 
1776 

When in the Course of human events, it becomes 
necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands 
which have connected them with another, and to 
assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and 
equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of 
Nature's God entitle them, a decent respect to the 
opinions of mankind requires that they should declare 
the causes which impel them to the separation. 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men 
are created equal, that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among 
these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.--
That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted 
among Men, deriving their just powers from the 
consent of the governed, --That whenever any Form of 
Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is 
the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to 
institute new Government, laying its foundation on 
such principles and organizing its powers in such form, 
as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety 
and Happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that 
Governments long established should not be changed 
for light and transient causes; and accordingly all 
experience hath shewn, that mankind are more 
disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to 
right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they 
are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and 
usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object 
evinces a design to reduce them under absolute 
Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off 
such Government, and to provide new Guards for their 
future security.--Such has been the patient sufferance 
of these Colonies; and such is now the necessity which 
constrains them to alter their former Systems of 
Government. The history of the present King of Great 
Britain is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations, 
all having in direct object the establishment of an 
absolute Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let 
Facts be submitted to a candid world… 

[Grievances against the king listed.] 
In every stage of these Oppressions We have 

Petitioned for Redress in the most humble terms: Our 
repeated Petitions have been answered only by repeated 
injury. A Prince whose character is thus marked by 
every act which may define a Tyrant, is unfit to be the 
ruler of a free people. 

Nor have We been wanting in attentions to our 
Brittish brethren. We have warned them from time to 
time of attempts by their legislature to extend an 
unwarrantable jurisdiction over us. We have reminded 
them of the circumstances of our emigration and 
settlement here. We have appealed to their native 
justice and magnanimity, and we have conjured them 
by the ties of our common kindred to disavow these 
usurpations, which, would inevitably interrupt our 
connections and correspondence. They too have been 
deaf to the voice of justice and of consanguinity. We 
must, therefore, acquiesce in the necessity, which 
denounces our Separation, and hold them, as we hold 
the rest of mankind, Enemies in War, in Peace Friends. 

We, therefore, the Representatives of the united 
States of America, in General Congress, Assembled, 
appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the 
rectitude of our intentions, do, in the Name, and by 
Authority of the good People of these Colonies, 
solemnly publish and declare, That these United 
Colonies are, and of Right ought to be Free and 
Independent States; that they are Absolved from all 
Allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political 
connection between them and the State of Great 
Britain, is and ought to be totally dissolved; and that as 
Free and Independent States, they have full Power to 
levy War, conclude Peace, contract Alliances, establish 
Commerce, and to do all other Acts and Things which 
Independent States may of right do. And for the 
support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the 
protection of divine Providence, we mutually pledge to 
each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred 
Honor. 
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An Act for Establishing Religious Freedom 
Thomas Jefferson 

June 18, 1779 
 
Whereas, Almighty God hath created the mind free; 

That all attempts to influence it by temporal 
punishments or burthens, or by civil incapacitations 
tend only to beget habits of hypocrisy and meanness, 
and therefore are a departure from the plan of the holy 
author of our religion, who being Lord, both of body 
and mind yet chose not to propagate it by coercions on 
either, as was in his Almighty power to do, 

That the impious presumption of legislators and 
rulers, civil as well as ecclesiastical, who, being 
themselves but fallible and uninspired men have 
assumed dominion over the faith of others, setting up 
their own opinions and modes of thinking as the only 
true and infallible, and as such endeavouring to impose 
them on others, hath established and maintained false 
religions over the greatest part of the world and 
through all time; 

That to compel a man to furnish contributions of 
money for the propagation of opinions, which he 
disbelieves is sinful and tyrannical; 

That even the forcing him to support this or that 
teacher of his own religious persuasion is depriving him 
of the comfortable liberty of giving his contributions to 
the particular pastor, whose morals he would make his 
pattern, and whose powers he feels most persuasive to 
righteousness, and is withdrawing from the Ministry 
those temporary rewards, which, proceeding from an 
approbation of their personal conduct are an additional 
incitement to earnest and unremitting labours for the 
instruction of mankind; 

That our civil rights have no dependence on our 
religious opinions any more than our opinions in 
physics or geometry, 

That therefore the proscribing any citizen as 
unworthy the public confidence, by laying upon him an 
incapacity of being called to offices of trust and 
emolument, unless he profess or renounce this or that 
religious opinion, is depriving him injuriously of those 
privileges and advantages, to which, in common with 
his fellow citizens, he has a natural right, 

That it tends only to corrupt the principles of that 
very Religion it is meant to encourage, by bribing with 
a monopoly of worldly honours and emoluments those 
who will externally profess and conform to it; 

That though indeed, these are criminal who do not 
withstand such temptation, yet neither are those 
innocent who lay the bait in their way; 

That to suffer the civil magistrate to intrude his 
powers into the field of opinion and to restrain the 
profession or propagation of principles on supposition 
of their ill tendency is a dangerous fallacy which at once 
destroys all religious liberty because he being of course 
judge of that tendency will make his opinions the rule 
of judgment and approve or condemn the sentiments 
of others only as they shall square with or differ from 
his own; 

That it is time enough for the rightful purposes of 
civil government, for its officers to interfere when 
principles break out into overt acts against peace and 
good order; 

And finally, that Truth is great, and will prevail if 
left to herself, that she is the proper and sufficient 
antagonist to error, and has nothing to fear from the 
conflict, unless by human interposition disarmed of her 
natural weapons free argument and debate, errors 
ceasing to be dangerous when it is permitted freely to 
contradict them: 

Be it enacted by General Assembly that no man 
shall be compelled to frequent or support any religious 
worship, place, or ministry whatsoever, nor shall be 
enforced, restrained, molested, or burthened in his 
body or goods, nor shall otherwise suffer on account of 
his religious opinions or belief, but that all men shall be 
free to profess, and by argument to maintain, their 
opinions in matters of Religion, and that the same shall 
in no wise diminish, enlarge or affect their civil 
capacities. And though we well know that this 
Assembly elected by the people for the ordinary 
purposes of Legislation only, have no power to restrain 
the acts of succeeding Assemblies constituted with 
powers equal to our own, and that therefore to declare 
this act irrevocable would be of no effect in law; yet we 
are free to declare, and do declare that the rights hereby 
asserted, are of the natural rights of mankind, and that 
if any act shall be hereafter passed to repeal the present 
or to narrow its operation, such act will be an 
infringement of natural right. 
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Letter to John Adams on Women and the 
Declaration 

Abigail Adams 
March 31, 1776 

 
I long to hear that you have declared an 

independancy—and by the way in the new Code of 
Laws which I suppose it will be necessary for you to 
make I desire you would Remember the Ladies, and be 
more generous and favourable to them than your 
ancestors. Do not put such unlimited power into the 
hands of the Husbands. Remember all Men would be 
tyrants if they could. If perticuliar care and attention is 
not paid to the Laidies we are determined to foment a 
Rebelion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any 
Laws in which we have no voice, or Representation. 

That your Sex are Naturally Tyrannical is a Truth 
so thoroughly established as to admit of no dispute, but 
such of you as wish to be happy willingly give up the 
harsh title of Master for the more tender and endearing 
one of Friend. Why then, not put it out of the power of 
the vicious and the Lawless to use us with cruelty and 
indignity with impunity. Men of Sense in all Ages abhor 
those customs which treat us only as the vassals of your 
Sex. Regard us then as Beings placed by providence 
under your protection and in immitation of the 
Supreem Being make use of that power only for our 
happiness. 
 

 
A Bill for the More General Diffusion of 

Knowledge 
Thomas Jefferson 

June 18, 1779 
 

Whereas it appeareth that however certain forms of 
government are better calculated than others to protect 
individuals in the free exercise of their natural rights, 
and are at the same time themselves better guarded 
against degeneracy, yet experience hath shewn, that 
even under the best forms, those entrusted with power 
have, in time, and by slow operations, perverted it into 
tyranny; and it is believed that the most effectual means 
of preventing this would be, to illuminate, as far as 
practicable, the minds of the people at large, and more 
especially to give them knowledge of those facts, which 
history exhibiteth, that, possessed thereby of the 
experience of other ages and countries, they may be 
enabled to know ambition under all its shapes, and 
prompt to exert their natural powers to defeat its 

purposes; And whereas it is generally true that that 
people will be happiest whose laws are best, and are 
best administered, and that laws will be wisely formed, 
and honestly administered, in proportion as those who 
form and administer them are wise and honest; whence 
it becomes expedient for promoting the publick 
happiness that those persons, whom nature hath 
endowed with genius and virtue, should be rendered by 
liberal education worthy to receive, and able to guard 
the sacred deposit of the rights and liberties of their 
fellow citizens, and that they should be called to that 
charge without regard to wealth, birth or other 
accidental condition or circumstance; but the indigence 
of the greater number disabling them from so 
educating, at their own expence, those of their children 
whom nature hath fitly formed and disposed to become 
useful instruments for the public, it is better that such 
should be sought for and educated at the common 
expence of all, than that the happiness of all should be 
confided to the weak or wicked… 

 
 

Notes on the State of Virginia 
Query XVIII: Manners (On Slavery) 

Thomas Jefferson 
1781 

It is difficult to determine on the standard by 
which the manners of a nation may be tried, whether 
catholic, or particular. It is more difficult for a native to 
bring to that standard the manners of his own nation, 
familiarized to him by habit. There must doubtless be 
an unhappy influence on the manners of our people 
produced by the existence of slavery among us. The 
whole commerce between master and slave is a 
perpetual exercise of the most boisterous passions, the 
most unremitting despotism on the one part, and 
degrading submissions on the other. Our children see 
this, and learn to imitate it; for man is an imitative 
animal. This quality is the germ of all education in him. 
From his cradle to his grave he is learning to do what 
he sees others do. If a parent could find no motive 
either in his philanthropy or his self-love, for restraining 
the intemperance of passion towards his slave, it should 
always be a sufficient one that his child is present. But 
generally it is not sufficient. The parent storms, the 
child looks on, catches the lineaments of wrath, puts on 
the same airs in the circle of smaller slaves, gives a loose 
to his worst of passions, and thus nursed, educated, and 
daily exercised in tyranny, cannot but be stamped by it 
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with odious peculiarities. The man must be a prodigy 
who can retain his manners and morals undepraved by 
such circumstances. And with what execration should 
the statesman be loaded, who permitting one half the 
citizens thus to trample on the rights of the other, 
transforms those into despots, and these into enemies, 
destroys the morals of the one part, and the amor 
patriae of the other. For if a slave can have a country in 
this world, it must be any other in preference to that in 
which he is born to live and labour for another: in 
which he must lock up the faculties of his nature, 
contribute as far as depends on his individual 
endeavours to the evanishment of the human race, or 
entail his own miserable condition on the endless 
generations proceeding from him. With the morals of 
the people, their industry also is destroyed. For in a 
warm climate, no man will labour for himself who can 
make another labour for him. This is so true, that of the 
proprietors of slaves a very small proportion indeed are 
ever seen to labour. And can the liberties of a nation be 
thought secure when we have removed their only firm 
basis, a conviction in the minds of the people that these 
liberties are of the gift of God? That they are not to be 
violated but with his wrath? Indeed I tremble for my 
country when I reflect that God is just: that his justice 
cannot sleep for ever: that considering numbers, nature 
and natural means only, a revolution of the wheel of 
fortune, an exchange of situation, is among possible 
events: that it may become probable by supernatural 
interference! The Almighty has no attribute which can 
take side with us in such a contest.–But it is impossible 
to be temperate and to pursue this subject through the 
various considerations of policy, of morals, of history 
natural and civil. We must be contented to hope they 
will force their way into every one’s mind. I think a 
change already perceptible, since the origin of the 
present revolution. The spirit of the master is abating, 
that of the slave rising from the dust, his condition 
mollifying, the way I hope preparing, under the 
auspices of heaven, for a total emancipation, and that 
this is disposed, in the order of events, to be with the 
consent of the masters, rather than by their extirpation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Constitution and the Government 

 
Federalist #1 

Alexander Hamilton 
 

After full experience of the insufficiency of the 
subsisting federal government, you are invited to 
deliberate on a New Constitution for the United States 
of America. The subject speaks its own importance; 
comprehending in its consequences, nothing less than 
the existence of the UNION, the safety and welfare of 
the parts of which it is composed, the fate of an empire, 
in many respects, the most interesting in the world. It 
has been frequently remarked, that it seems to have 
been reserved to the people of this country to decide, 
by their conduct and example, the important question, 
whether societies of men are really capable or not, of 
establishing good government from reflection and 
choice, or whether they are forever destined to depend, 
for their political constitutions, on accident and force. 
If there be any truth in the remark, the crisis at which 
we are arrived may, with propriety, be regarded as the 
period when that decision is to be made; and a wrong 
election of the part we shall act may, in this view, 
deserve to be considered as the general misfortune of 
mankind. 

This idea, by adding the inducements of 
philanthropy to those of patriotism, will heighten the 
solicitude which all considerate and good men must feel 
for the event. Happy will it be if our choice should be 
directed by a judicious estimate of our true interests, 
uninfluenced by considerations foreign to the public 
good. But this is more ardently to be wished for, than 
seriously to be expected. The plan offered to our 
deliberations, affects too many particular interests, 
innovates upon too many local institutions, not to 
involve in its discussion a variety of objects extraneous 
to its merits, and of views, passions and prejudices little 
favorable to the discovery of truth… 

[W]e have already sufficient indications, that it will 
happen in this as, in all former cases of great national 
discussion. A torrent of angry and malignant passions 
will be let loose. To judge from the conduct of the 
opposite parties, we shall be led to conclude, that they 
will mutually hope to evince the justness of their 
opinions, and to increase the number of their converts, 
by the loudness of their declamations, and by the 
bitterness of their invectives. An enlightened zeal for 
the energy and efficiency of government, will be 
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stigmatized as the offspring of a temper fond of power 
and hostile to the principles of liberty. An over 
scrupulous jealousy of danger to the rights of the 
people, which is more commonly the fault of the head 
than of the heart, will be represented as mere pretense 
and artifice, the stale bait for popularity at the expense 
of public good. It will be forgotten, on the one hand, 
that jealousy is the usual concomitant of violent love, 
and that the noble enthusiasm of liberty is too apt to be 
infected with a spirit of narrow and illiberal distrust. On 
the other hand, it will be equally forgotten, that the 
vigor of government is essential to the security of 
liberty; that, in the contemplation of a sound and well 
informed judgment, their interests can never be 
separated; and that a dangerous ambition more often 
lurks behind the specious mask of zeal for the rights of 
the people, than under the forbidding appearances of 
zeal for the firmness and efficiency of government. 
History will teach us, that the former has been found a 
much more certain road to the introduction of 
despotism, than the latter, and that of those men who 
have overturned the liberties of republics, the greatest 
number have begun their career, by paying an 
obsequious court to the people; commencing 
demagogues, and ending tyrants. 
 
 
Federalist #9 on the Improved Science of Politics 

Alexander Hamilton 
 

A FIRM Union will be of the utmost moment to 
the peace and liberty of the States as a barrier against 
domestic faction and insurrection. It is impossible to 
read the history of the petty republics of Greece and 
Italy without feeling sensations of horror and disgust at 
the distractions with which they were continually 
agitated, and at the rapid succession of revolutions by 
which they were kept in a state of perpetual vibration 
between the extremes of tyranny and anarchy. If they 
exhibit occasional calms, these only serve as short-lived 
contrasts to the furious storms that are to succeed. If 
now and then intervals of felicity open themselves to 
view, we behold them with a mixture of regret, arising 
from the reflection that the pleasing scenes before us 
are soon to be overwhelmed by the tempestuous waves 
of sedition and party rage. If momentary rays of glory 
break forth from the gloom, while they dazzle us with 
a transient and fleeting brilliancy, they at the same time 
admonish us to lament that the vices of government 
should pervert the direction and tarnish the luster of 

those bright talents and exalted endowments for which 
the favored soils that produced them have been so 
justly celebrated. 

From the disorders that disfigure the annals of 
those republics the advocates of despotism have drawn 
arguments, not only against the forms of republican 
government, but against the very principles of civil 
liberty. They have decried all free government as 
inconsistent with the order of society, and have 
indulged themselves in malicious exultation over its 
friends and partisans. Happily for mankind, stupendous 
fabrics reared on the basis of liberty, which have 
flourished for ages, have, in a few glorious instances, 
refuted their gloomy sophisms. And, I trust, America 
will be the broad and solid foundation of other edifices, 
not less magnificent, which will be equally permanent 
monuments of their errors. 

But it is not to be denied that the portraits they have 
sketched of republican government were too just 
copies of the originals from which they were taken. If 
it had been found impracticable to have devised models 
of a more perfect structure, the enlightened friends to 
liberty would have been obliged to abandon the cause 
of that species of government as indefensible. The 
science of politics, however, like most other sciences, 
has received great improvement. The efficacy of 
various principles is now well understood, which were 
either not known at all, or imperfectly known to the 
ancients. The regular distribution of power into distinct 
departments; the introduction of legislative balances 
and checks; the institution of courts composed of 
judges holding their offices during good behavior; the 
representation of the people in the legislature by 
deputies of their own election: these are either wholly 
new discoveries, or have made their principal progress 
towards perfection in modern times. They are means, 
and powerful means, by which the excellencies of 
republican government may be retained and its 
imperfections lessened or avoided. 

 
 

Federalist #10 on the Problem of Factions 
James Madison 

 
AMONG the numerous advantages promised by a 

well constructed Union, none deserves to be more 
accurately developed than its tendency to break and 
control the violence of faction. The friend of popular 
governments never finds himself so much alarmed for 
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their character and fate, as when he contemplates their 
propensity to this dangerous vice… 

By a faction, I understand a number of citizens, 
whether amounting to a majority or minority of the 
whole, who are united and actuated by some common 
impulse of passion, or of interest, adverse to the rights 
of other citizens, or to the permanent and aggregate 
interests of the community. 

There are two methods of curing the mischiefs of 
faction: The one, by removing its causes; the other, by 
controlling its effects. 

There are again two methods of removing the 
causes of faction: The one, by destroying the liberty 
which is essential to its existence; the other, by giving 
to every citizen the same opinions, the same passions, 
and the same interests. 

It could never be more truly said, than of the first 
remedy, that it is worse than the disease. Liberty is to 
faction, what air is to fire, an aliment, without which it 
instantly expires. But it could not be a less folly to 
abolish liberty, which is essential to political life, 
because it nourishes faction, than it would be to wish 
the annihilation of air, which is essential to animal life, 
because it imparts to fire its destructive agency. 

The second expedient is as impracticable, as the 
first would be unwise. As long as the reason of man 
continues fallible, and he is at liberty to exercise it, 
different opinions will be formed. As long as the 
connection subsists between his reason and his self-
love, his opinions and his passions will have a reciprocal 
influence on each other; and the former will be objects 
to which the latter will attach themselves. The diversity 
in the faculties of men, from which the rights of 
property originate, is not less an insuperable obstacle to 
a uniformity of interests. The protection of these 
faculties, is the first object of government. From the 
protection of different and unequal faculties of 
acquiring property, the possession of different degrees 
and kinds of property immediately results; and from the 
influence of these on the sentiments and views of the 
respective proprietors, ensues a division of the society 
into different interests and parties. 

The latent causes of faction are thus sown in the 
nature of man; and we see them every where brought 
into different degrees of activity, according to the 
different circumstances of civil society. A zeal for 
different opinions concerning religion, concerning 
government, and many other points, as well of 
speculation as of practice; an attachment to different 
leaders, ambitiously contending for pre-eminence and 

power; or to persons of other descriptions, whose 
fortunes have been interesting to the human passions, 
have, in turn, divided mankind into parties, inflamed 
them with mutual animosity, and rendered them much 
more disposed to vex and oppress each other, than to 
co-operate for their common good. So strong is this 
propensity of mankind, to fall into mutual animosities, 
that where no substantial occasion presents itself, the 
most frivolous and fanciful distinctions have been 
sufficient to kindle their unfriendly passions, and excite 
their most violent conflicts. But the most common and 
durable source of factions, has been the various and 
unequal distribution of property. Those who hold, and 
those who are without property, have ever formed 
distinct interests in society. Those who are creditors, 
and those who are debtors, fall under a like 
discrimination. A landed interest, a manufacturing 
interest, a mercantile interest, a monied interest, with 
many lesser interests, grow up of necessity in civilized 
nations, and divide them into different classes, actuated 
by different sentiments and views. The regulation of 
these various and interfering interests, forms the 
principal task of modern legislation, and involves the 
spirit of party and faction in the necessary and ordinary 
operations of government…. 

It is in vain to say, that enlightened statesmen will 
be able to adjust these clashing interests, and render 
them all subservient to the public good. Enlightened 
statesmen will not always be at the helm: nor, in many 
cases, can such an adjustment be made at all, without 
taking into view indirect and remote considerations, 
which will rarely prevail over the immediate interest 
which one party may find in disregarding the right of 
another, or the good of the whole. 

The inference to which we are brought, is, that 
the causes of faction cannot be removed; and that relief 
is only to be sought in the means of controlling its effects. 

If a faction consists of less than a majority, relief is 
supplied by the republican principle, which enables the 
majority to defeat its sinister views, by regular vote. It 
may clog the administration, it may convulse the 
society; but it will be unable to execute and mask its 
violence under the forms of the constitution. When a 
majority is included in a faction, the form of popular 
government, on the other hand, enables it to sacrifice 
to its ruling passion or interest, both the public good 
and the rights of other citizens. To secure the public 
good, and private rights, against the danger of such a 
faction, and at the same time to preserve the spirit and 
the form of popular government, is then the great 
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object to which our inquiries are directed. Let me add, 
that it is the great desideratum, by which alone this 
form of government can be rescued from the 
opprobrium under which it has so long labored, and be 
recommended to the esteem and adoption of mankind. 

By what means is this object attainable? Evidently 
by one of two only. Either the existence of the same 
passion or interest in a majority, at the same time, must 
be prevented; or the majority, having such co-existent 
passion or interest, must be rendered, by their number 
and local situation, unable to concert and carry into 
effect schemes of oppression. If the impulse and the 
opportunity be suffered to coincide, we well know, that 
neither moral nor religious motives can be relied on as 
an adequate control. They are not found to be such on 
the injustice and violence of individuals, and lose their 
efficacy in proportion to the number combined 
together; that is, in proportion as their efficacy becomes 
needful. 

From this view of the subject, it may be concluded, 
that a pure democracy, by which I mean, a society 
consisting of a small number of citizens, who assemble 
and administer the government in person, can admit of 
no cure for the mischiefs of faction. A common passion 
or interest will, in almost every case, be felt by a 
majority of the whole; a communication and concert, 
results from the form of government itself; and there is 
nothing to check the inducements to sacrifice the 
weaker party, or an obnoxious individual. Hence it is, 
that such democracies have ever been spectacles of 
turbulence and contention; have ever been found 
incompatible with personal security, or the rights of 
property; and have, in general, been as short in their 
lives, as they have been violent in their deaths. 
Theoretic politicians, who have patronized this species 
of government, have erroneously supposed, that, by 
reducing mankind to a perfect equality in their political 
rights, they would, at the same time, be perfectly 
equalized and assimilated in their possessions, their 
opinions, and their passions. 

A republic, by which I mean a government in which 
the scheme of representation takes place, opens a 
different prospect, and promises the cure for which we 
are seeking. Let us examine the points in which it varies 
from pure democracy, and we shall comprehend both 
the nature of the cure and the efficacy which it must 
derive from the union. 

The two great points of difference, between a 
democracy and a republic, are, first, the delegation of 
the government, in the latter, to a small number of 

citizens elected by the rest; secondly, the greater 
number of citizens, and greater sphere of country, over 
which the latter may be extended. 

The effect of the first difference is, on the one 
hand, to refine and enlarge the public views, by passing 
them through the medium of a chosen body of citizens, 
whose wisdom may best discern the true interest of 
their country, and whose patriotism and love of justice, 
will be least likely to sacrifice it to temporary or partial 
considerations. Under such a regulation, it may well 
happen, that the public voice, pronounced by the 
representatives of the people, will be more consonant 
to the public good, than if pronounced by the people 
themselves, convened for the purpose. On the other 
hand, the effect may be inverted. Men of factious 
tempers, of local prejudices, or of sinister designs, may 
by intrigue, by corruption, or by other means, first 
obtain the suffrages, and then betray the interests of the 
people…. 

The other point of difference is, the great number 
of citizens, and extent of territory, which may be 
brought within the compass of republican, than of 
democratic government; and it is this circumstance 
principally which renders factious combinations less to 
be dreaded in the former, than in the latter. The smaller 
the society, the fewer probably will be the distinct 
parties and interests composing it; the fewer the distinct 
parties and interests, the more frequently will a majority 
be found of the same party; and the smaller the number 
of individuals composing a majority, and the smaller the 
compass within which they are placed, the more easily 
will they concert and execute their plans of oppression. 
Extend the sphere, and you take in a greater variety of 
parties and interests; you make it less probable that a 
majority of the whole will have a common motive to 
invade the rights of other citizens; or if such a common 
motive exists, it will be more difficult for all who feel it 
to discover their own strength, and to act in unison with 
each other. Besides other impediments, it may be 
remarked, that where there is a consciousness of unjust 
or dishonorable purposes, communication is always 
checked by distrust, in proportion to the number whose 
concurrence is necessary…. 

The influence of factious leaders may kindle a flame 
within their particular states, but will be unable to 
spread a general conflagration through the other states; 
a religious sect may degenerate into a political faction 
in a part of the confederacy; but the variety of sects 
dispersed over the entire face of it, must secure the 
national councils against any danger from that source: 
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a rage for paper money, for an abolition of debts, for 
an equal division of property, or for any other improper 
or wicked project, will be less apt to pervade the whole 
body of the union, than a particular member of it; in 
the same proportion as such a malady is more likely to 
taint a particular county or district, than an entire 
state…. 
 
 

Federalist #51 on Checks and Balances 
James Madison 

 
To what expedient then shall we finally resort, for 

maintaining in practice the necessary partition of power 
among the several departments, as laid down in the 
constitution? The only answer that can be given is, that 
as all these exterior provisions are found to be 
inadequate, the defect must be supplied, by so 
contriving the interior structure of the government, as 
that its several constituent parts may, by their mutual 
relations, be the means of keeping each other in their 
proper places. Without presuming to undertake a full 
development of this important idea, I will hazard a few 
general observations, which may perhaps place it in a 
clearer light, and enable us to form a more correct 
judgment of the principles and structure of the 
government planned by the convention. 

In order to lay a due foundation for that separate 
and distinct exercise of the different powers of 
government, which, to a certain extent, is admitted on 
all hands to be essential to the preservation of liberty, it 
is evident that each department should have a will of its 
own; and consequently should be so constituted, that 
the members of each should have as little agency as 
possible in the appointment of the members of the 
others. Were this principle rigorously adhered to, it 
would require that all the appointments for the 
supreme executive, legislative, and judiciary 
magistracies, should be drawn from the same fountain 
of authority, the people, through channels having no 
communication whatever with one another. Perhaps 
such a plan of constructing the several departments, 
would be less difficult in practice, than it may in 
contemplation appear. Some difficulties, however, and 
some additional expense, would attend the execution of 
it. Some deviations, therefore, from the principle must 
be admitted. In the constitution of the judiciary 
department in particular, it might be inexpedient to 
insist rigorously on the principle; first, because peculiar 
qualifications being essential in the members, the 

primary consideration ought to be to select that mode 
of choice which best secures these qualifications; 
secondly, because the permanent tenure by which the 
appointments are held in that department, must soon 
destroy all sense of dependence on the authority 
conferring them. 

It is equally evident, that the members of each 
department should be as little dependent as possible on 
those of the others, for the emoluments annexed to 
their offices. Were the executive magistrate, or the 
judges, not independent of the legislature in this 
particular, their independence in every other, would be 
merely nominal. 

But the great security against a gradual 
concentration of the several powers in the same 
department, consists in giving to those who administer 
each department, the necessary constitutional means, 
and personal motives, to resist encroachments of the 
others. The provision for defense must in this, as in all 
other cases, be made commensurate to the danger of 
attack. Ambition must be made to counteract ambition. 
The interest of the man, must be connected with the 
constitutional rights of the place. It may be a reflection 
on human nature, that such devices should be necessary 
to control the abuses of government. But what is 
government itself, but the greatest of all reflections on 
human nature? If men were angels, no government 
would be necessary. If angels were to govern men, 
neither external nor internal controls on government 
would be necessary. In framing a government which is 
to be administered by men over men, the great 
difficulty lies in this: you must first enable the 
government to control the governed; and in the next 
place oblige it to control itself. A dependence on the 
people is, no doubt, the primary control on the 
government; but experience has taught mankind the 
necessity of auxiliary precautions. 
 
 

Letter to James Madison after  
Reading the Constitution 

Thomas Jefferson 
PARIS September 6. 1789. 

DEAR SIR 
…The question Whether one generation of men 

has a right to bind another, seems never to have been 
started either on this or our side of the water. Yet it is 
a question of such consequences as not only to merit 
decision, but place also, among the fundamental 
principles of every government. The course of 
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reflection in which we are immersed here on the 
elementary principles of society has presented this 
question to my mind; & that no such obligation can be 
so transmitted I think very capable of proof. I set out 
on this ground, which I suppose to be self-evident, ‘that 
the earth belongs in usufruct to the living’: that the dead have 
neither powers nor rights over it. The portion occupied 
by any individual ceases to be his when himself ceases 
to be, & reverts to the society… 

On similar ground it may be proved that no society 
can make a perpetual constitution, or even a perpetual 
law. The earth belongs always to the living generation. 
They may manage it then, & what proceeds from it, as 
they please, during their usufruct. They are masters too 
of their own persons, & consequently may govern them 
as they please. But persons & property make the sum 
of the objects of government. The constitution and the 
laws of their predecessors extinguished then in their 
natural course, with those who gave them being. This 
could preserve that being till it ceased to be itself, & no 
longer. Every constitution then, & every law, naturally 
expires at the end of 19 years. If it be enforced longer, 
it is an act of force, & not of right. It may be said that 
the succeeding generation exercising in fact the power 
of repeal, this leaves them as free as if the constitution 
or law had been expressly limited to 19 years only. In 
the first place, this objection admits the right, in 
proposing an equivalent. But the power of repeal is not 
an equivalent. It might be indeed if every form of 
government were so perfectly contrived that the will of 
the majority could always be obtained fairly & without 
impediment. But this is true of no form. The people 
cannot assemble themselves. Their representation is 
unequal & vicious. Various checks are opposed to every 
legislative proposition. Factions get possession of the 
public councils. Bribery corrupts them. Personal 
interests lead them astray from the general interests of 
their constituents: and other impediments arise so as to 
prove to every practical man that a law of limited 
duration is much more manageable than one which 
needs a repeal. 

This principle that the earth belongs to the living, 
& not to the dead, is of very extensive application & 
consequences, in every country, and most especially in 
France. It enters into the resolution of the questions 
Whether the nation may change the descent of lands 
holden in tail? Whether they may change the 
appropriation of lands given antiently to the church, to 
hospitals, colleges, orders of chivalry, & otherwise in 
perpetuity? Whether they may abolish the charges & 

privileges attached on lands, including the whole 
catalogue ecclesiastical & feudal? It goes to hereditary 
offices, authorities & jurisdictions; to hereditary orders, 
distinctions & appellations; to perpetual monopolies in 
commerce, the arts & sciences; with a long train of et 
ceteras: and it renders the question of reimbursement a 
question of generosity & not of right. In all these cases, 
the legislature of the day could authorize such 
appropriations & establishments for their own time, 
but no longer; & the present holders, even where they, 
or their ancestors, have purchased, are in the case of 
bonâ fide purchasers of what the seller had no right to 
convey. 

Turn this subject in your mind, my dear Sir, & 
particularly as to the power of contracting debts; & 
develope it with that perspicuity & cogent logic so 
peculiarly yours. Your station in the councils of our 
country gives you an opportunity of producing it to 
public consideration, of forcing it into discussion. At 
first blush it may be rallied, as a theoretical speculation: 
but examination will prove it to be solid & salutary. It 
would furnish matter for a fine preamble to our first 
law for appropriating the public revenue; & it will 
exclude at the threshold of our government the 
contagious & ruinous errors of this quarter of the globe, 
which have armed despots with means, not sanctioned 
by nature, for binding in chains their fellow men. We 
have already given in example one effectual check to 
the Dog of war, by transferring the power of letting him 
loose from the Executive to the Legislative body, from 
those who are to spend to those who are to pay. I 
should be pleased to see this second obstacle held out 
by us also in the first instance. No nation can make a 
declaration against the validity of long-contracted debts 
so disinterestedly as we, since we do not owe a shilling 
which may not be paid with ease, principal & interest, 
within the time of our own lives.  Establish the principle 
also in the new law to be passed for protecting 
copyrights & new inventions, by securing the exclusive 
right for 19. instead of 14. years. Besides familiarising 
us to this term, it will be an instance the more of our 
taking reason for our guide, instead of English 
precedent, the habit of which fetters us with all the 
political heresies of a nation equally remarkeable for it’s 
early excitement from some errors, and long 
slumbering under others. 

I write you no news, because, when an occasion 
occurs, I shall write a separate letter for that. I am 
always with great & sincere esteem, dear Sir Your 
affectionate friend & servt 
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Letter to Thomas Jefferson 
on the Enduring Constitution 

James Madison 
NEW YORK Feby 4. 1790 

DEAR SR 
Your favor of the 9th. of Jany. inclosing one of 

Sepr. Last did not get to hand till a few days ago. The 
idea which the latter evolves is a great one, and suggests 
many interesting reflections to legislators; 
particularly when contracting and providing for public 
debts. Whether it can be received in the extent your 
reasonings give it, is a question which I ought to turn 
more in my thoughts than I have yet been able to do, 
before I should be justified in making up a full opinion 
on it. My first thoughts though coinciding with many 
of yours, lead me to view the doctrine as not 
in all respects compatible with the course of human 
affairs. I will endeavor to sketch the grounds of my 
skepticism. 
“As the earth belongs to the living, not to the dead, a 
living generation can bind itself only: In every society 
the will of the majority binds the whole: According to 
the laws of mortality, a majority of those ripe at any 
moment for the exercise of their will do not live beyond 
nineteen years: To that term then is limited the validity 
of every act of the Society: Nor within that limitation, 
can any declaration of the public will be valid which is 
not express.”  
This I understand to be the outline of the argument. 

The Acts of a political Society may be divided into 
three classes. 

1. The fundamental Constitution of the 
Government. 

2. Laws involving stipulations which render them 
irrevocable at the will of the Legislature 

3. Laws involving no such irrevocable quality. 
However applicable in Theory the doctrine may be 

to a Constitution, in [sic] seems liable in practice to 
some very powerful objections. Would not a 
Government so often revised become too mutable to 
retain those prejudices in its favor which antiquity 
inspires, and which are perhaps a salutary aid to the 
most rational Government in the most enlightened age? 
Would not such a periodical revision engender 
pernicious factions that might not otherwise come into 
existence? Would not, in fine, a Government 
depending for its existence beyond a fixed date, on 
some positive and authentic  

intervention of the Society itself, be too subject to 
the casualty and consequences of an actual 
interregnum? 

In the 2d. class, exceptions at least to the doctrine 
seem to be requisite both in Theory and practice. 

If the earth be the gift of nature to the living their 
title can extend to the earth in its natural State only. 
The improvements made by the dead form a charge 
against the living who take the benefit of them. This 
charge can no otherwise be satisfyed than by executing 
the will of the dead accompanying the improvements.6 

Debts may be incurred for purposes which interest 
the unborn, as well as the living: such are debts for 
repelling a conquest, the evils of which descend 
through many generations. Debts may even be 
incurred principally for the benifit of posterity: such 
perhaps is the present debt of the U. States, which far 
exceeds any burdens which the present generation 
could well apprehend for itself. The term of 19 years 
might not be sufficient for discharging the debts in 
either of these cases. 

There seems then to be a foundation in the nature 
of things, in the relation which one generation bears to 
another, for the descent of obligations from one to 
another. Equity requires it. Mutual good is promoted 
by it. All that is indispensable in adjusting the account 
between the dead & the living is to see that the debits 
against the latter do not exceed the advances made by 
the former. Few of the incumbrances entailed on 
Nations would bear a liquidation even on this principle. 

The objections to the doctrine as applied to the 3d. 
class of acts may perhaps be merely practical. But in 
that view they appear to be of great force. 

Unless such laws should be kept in force by new 
acts regularly anticipating the end of the term, all the 
rights depending on positive laws, that is, most of the 
rights of property would become absolutely defunct; 
and the most violent struggles be generated between 
those interested in reviving and those interested in new-
modelling the former State of property. Nor would 
events of this kind be improbable. The obstacles to the 
passage of laws which render a power to repeal inferior 
to an opportunity of rejecting, as a security agst. 
oppression, would here render an opportunity of 
rejecting, an insecure provision agst. anarchy. Add, that 
the possibility of an event so hazardous to the rights of 
property could not fail to depreciate its value; that the 
approach of the crisis would increase this effect; that 
the frequent return of periods superseding all the 
obligations depending on antecedent laws & usages, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Madison/01-13-02-0020#JSMN-01-13-02-0020-fn-0006
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must by weak [en]ing the reverence for those 
obligations, co-operate with motives to licentiousness 
already too powerful; and that the uncertainty incident 
to such a state of things would on one side discourage 
the steady exertions of industry produced by 
permanent laws, and on the other, give a 
disproportionate advantage to the more, over the less, 
sagacious and interprizing part of the Society.  

I find no relief from these consequences, but in the 
received doctrine that a tacit assent may be given to 
established Constitutions and laws, and that this assent 
may be inferred, where no positive dissent appears. It 
seems less impracticable to remedy, by wise plans of 
Government, the dangerous operation of this doctrine, 
than to find a remedy for the difficulties inseparable 
from the other. 

May it not be questioned whether it be possible to 
exclude wholly the idea of tacit assent, without 
subverting the foundation of civil Society? On what 
principle does the voice of the majority bind the 
minority? It does not result I conceive from the law of 
nature, but from compact founded on conveniency. A 
greater proportion might be required by the 
fundamental constitution of a Society, if it were judged 
eligible. Prior then to the establishment of this 
principle, unanimity was necessary; and strict Theory at 
all times presupposes the assent of every member to the 
establishment of the rule itself. If this assent can not be 
given tacitly, or be not implied where no positive 
evidence forbids, persons born in Society would not on 
attaining ripe age be bound by acts of the Majority; and 
either a unanimous repetition of every law would be 
necessary on the accession of new members, or an 
express assent must be obtained from these to the rule 
by which the voice of the Majority is made the voice of 
the whole. 

If the observations I have hazarded be not 
misapplied, it follows that a limitation of the validity of 
national acts to the computed life of a nation, is in some 
instances not required by Theory, and in others cannot 
be accomodated to practice. The observations are not 
meant however to impeach either the utility of the 
principle in some particular cases; or the general 
importance of it in the eye of the philosophical 
Legislator. On the contrary it would give me singular 
pleasure to see it first announced in the proceedings of 
the U. States, and always kept in their view, as a salutary 
curb on the living generation from imposing unjust or 
unnecessary burdens on their successors. But this is a 
pleasure which I have little hope of enjoying. The spirit 

of philosophical legislation has never reached some 
parts of the Union, and is by no means the fashion here, 
either within or without Congress. The evils suffered & 
feared from weakness in Government, and 
licentiousness in the people, have turned the attention 
more towards the means of strengthening the former, 
than of narrowing its extent in the minds of the latter. 
Besides this, it is so much easier to espy the little 
difficulties immediately incident to every great plan, 
than to comprehend its general and remote benefits, 
that our hemisphere must be still more enlightened 
before many of the sublime truths which are seen thro’ 
the medium of Philosophy, become visible to the naked 
eye of the ordinary Politician. 

I have nothing to add at present but that I remain 
always and most affectly. Yours 
 
 

Who Are the Best Keepers of the People’s 
Liberties? 

James Madison in The National Gazette 
December 20, 1792 

 
Republican. — The people themselves. The sacred trust 
can be no where so safe as in the hands most interested 
in preserving it. 
Anti-republican. — The people are stupid, suspicious, 
licentious. They cannot safely trust themselves. When 
they have established government they should think of 
nothing but obedience, leaving the care of their liberties 
to their wiser rulers. 
Republican. — Although all men are born free, and all 
nations might be so, yet too true it is, that slavery has 
been the general lot of the human race. Ignorant — 
they have been cheated; asleep — they have been 
surprized; divided — the yoke has been forced upon 
them. But what is the lesson? That because the 
people may betray themselves, they ought to give 
themselves up, blindfold, to those who have an interest 
in betraying them? Rather conclude that the people 
ought to be enlightened, to be awakened, to be united, 
that after establishing a government they should watch 
over it, as well as obey it. 
Anti-republican. — You look at the surface only, where 
errors float, instead of fathoming the depths where 
truth lies hid. It is not the government that is disposed 
to fly off from the people; but the people that are ever 
ready to fly off from the government. Rather say then, 
enlighten the government, warn it to be vigilant, enrich 
it with influence, arm it with force, and to the people 
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never pronounce but two words 
— Submission and Confidence. 
Republican. — The centrifugal tendency then is in the 
people, not in the government, and the secret art lies in 
restraining the tendency, by augmenting the attractive 
principle of the government with all the weight that can 
be added to it. What a perversion of the natural order 
of things! to make power the primary and central object 
of the social system, and Liberty but its satellite. 
Anti-republican. — The science of the stars can never 
instruct you in the mysteries of government. Wonderful 
as it may seem, the more you increase the attractive 
force of power, the more you enlarge the sphere of 
liberty; the more you make government independent 
and hostile towards the people, the better security you 
provide for their rights and interests. Hence the 
wisdom of the theory, which, after limiting the share of 
the people to a third of the government, and lessening 
the influence of that share by the mode and term of 
delegating it, establishes two grand hereditary orders, 
with feelings, habits, interests, and prerogatives all 
inveter-ately hostile to the rights and interests of the 
people, yet by a mysterious operation all combining to 
fortify the people in both. 
Republican. — Mysterious indeed! But mysteries belong 
to religion, not to government; to the ways of the 
Almighty, not to the works of man. And in religion 
itself there is nothing mysterious to its author; the 
mystery lies in the dimness of the human sight. So in 
the institutions of man let there be no mystery, unless 
for those inferior beings endowed with a ray perhaps of 
the twilight vouchsafed to the first order of terrestrial 
creation. 
Anti-republican. — You are destitute, I perceive, of every 
quality of a good citizen, or rather of a good subject. You 
have neither the light of faith nor the spirit of 
obedience. I denounce you to the government as an 
accomplice of atheism and anarchy. 
Republican. — And I forbear to denounce you to the 
people, though a blasphemer of their rights and an 
idolater of tyranny. Liberty disdains to persecute. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Founding Leadership 
 

Rules of Civility  
in Company and Conversation 

George Washington 
 

1 Every action done in company ought to be with 
some sign of respect to those that are Present. 

4 In the Presence of Others Sing not to yourself 
with a humming Noise, nor Drum with your Fingers or 
Feet. 

6 Sleep not when others Speak, Sit not when others 
stand, Speak not when you Should hold your Peace, 
walk not on when others Stop. 

7 Put not off your Cloths in the presence of Others, 
nor go out your Chamber half Dressed. 

8 At Play and at Fire its Good manners to Give 
Place to the last Comer, and affect not to Speak Louder 
than Ordinary. 

9 Spit not in the Fire, nor Stoop low before it 
neither Put your Hands into the Flames to warm them, 
nor Set your Feet upon the Fire especially if there be 
meat before it. 

10 When you Sit down, Keep your Feet firm and 
Even, without putting one on the other or Crossing 
them. 

11 Shift not yourself in the Sight of others nor 
Gnaw your nails. 

12 Shake not the head, Feet, or Legs roll not the 
Eyes lift not one eyebrow higher than the other wry not 
the mouth, and bedew no man’s face with your Spittle, 
by approaching too near him when you Speak. 

17 Be no Flatterer, neither Play with any that 
delights not to be Played Withal. 

18 Read no Letters, Books, or Papers in Company 
but when there is a Necessity for the doing of it you 
must ask leave: come not near the Books or Writings of 
Another so as to read them unless desired or give your 
opinion of them unasked also look not nigh when 
another is writing a Letter. 

19 let your Countenance be pleasant but in Serious 
Matters Somewhat grave. 

20 The Gestures of the Body must be Suited to the 
discourse you are upon. 

21 Reproach none for the Infirmities of Nature, nor 
Delight to Put them that have in mind thereof. 

22 Show not yourself glad at the Misfortune of 
another though he were your enemy. 

27 ’Tis ill manners to bid one more eminent than 
yourself be covered as well as not to do it to whom it’s 
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due Likewise he that makes too much haste to Put on 
his hat does not well, yet he ought to Put it on at the 
first, or at most the Second time of being asked; now 
what is herein Spoken, of Qualification in behavior in 
Saluting, ought also to be observed in taking of Place, 
and Sitting down for ceremonies without Bounds is 
troublesome. 

28 If any one come to Speak to you while you are 
Sitting Stand up tho he be your Inferior, and when you 
Present Seats let it be to every one according to his 
Degree. 

29 When you meet with one of Greater Quality 
than yourself, Stop, and retire especially if it be at a 
Door or any Straight place to give way for him to Pass. 

35 Let your Discourse with Men of Business be 
Short and Comprehensive. 

39 In writing or Speaking, give to every Person his 
due Title According to his Degree & the Custom of the 
Place. 

40 Strive not with your Superiors in argument, but 
always Submit your Judgment to others with Modesty. 

43 Do not express Joy before one sick or in pain 
for that contrary Passion will aggravate his Misery. 

44 When a man does all he can though it Succeeds 
not well blame not him that did it. 

46 Take all Admonitions thankfully in what Time 
or Place soever given but afterwards not being culpable 
take a Time [&] Place convenient to let him know it that 
gave them. 

47 Mock not nor Jest at any thing of Importance 
break no Jest that are Sharp Biting and if you Deliver 
any thing witty and Pleasant, abstain from Laughing 
thereat yourself. 

48 Wherein wherein you reprove another be 
unblameable yourself; for example is more prevalent 
than Precepts. 

49 Use no Reproachful Language against any one 
neither Curse nor Revile. 

52 In your apparel be modest and endeavor to 
accommodate nature, rather than to procure 
Admiration keep to the Fashion of your equals Such as 
are Civil and orderly with respect to Times and Places. 

54 Play not the peacock, looking every where about 
you, to see if you be well Decked, if your Shoes fit well, 
if your Stockings sit neatly, and Clothes handsomely. 

55 Eat not in the Streets, nor in your House, out of 
Season. 

56 Associate yourself with Men of good Quality if 
you Esteem your own Reputation; for ’tis better to be 
alone than in bad Company. 

58 Let your Conversation be without Malice or 
Envy, for ’tis a Sign of a Tractable and Commendable 
Nature: And in all Causes of Passion admit Reason to 
Govern. 

60 Be not immodest in urging your Friends to 
Discover a Secret. 

61 Utter not base and frivolous things amongst 
grave and Learned Men nor very Difficult Questions or 
Subjects, among the Ignorant or things hard to be 
believed, Stuff not your Discourse with Sentences 
amongst your Betters nor Equals. 

64 Break not a Jest where none take pleasure in 
mirth Laugh not aloud, nor at all without Occasion, 
deride no mans Misfortune, tho’ there Seem to be Some 
cause. 

65 Speak not injurious Words neither in Jest nor 
Earnest Scoff at none although they give Occasion. 

66 Be not froward but friendly and Courteous; the 
first to Salute hear and answer & be not Pensive when 
it’s a time to Converse. 

67 Detract not from others neither be excessive in 
Commanding. 

69 If two contend together take not the part of 
either unconstrained; and be not obstinate in your own 
Opinion, in Things indifferent be of the Major Side. 

70 Reprehend not the imperfections of others for 
that belongs to Parents Masters and Superiors. 

71 Gaze not on the marks or blemishes of Others 
and ask not how they came. What you may Speak in 
Secret to your Friend deliver not before others. 

72 Speak not in an unknown Tongue in Company 
but in your own Language and that as those of Quality 
do and not as the Vulgar; Sublime matters treat 
Seriously. 

73 Think before you Speak pronounce not 
imperfectly nor bring out your Words too hastily but 
orderly & distinctly. 

74 When Another Speaks be attentive your Self and 
disturb not the Audience if any hesitate in his Words 
help him not nor Prompt him without desired, 
Interrupt him not, nor Answer him till his Speech be 
ended. 

76 While you are talking, Point not with your Finger 
at him of Whom you Discourse nor Approach too near 
him to whom you talk especially to his face. 

110 Labor to keep alive in your Breast that Little 
Spark of Celestial fire Called Conscience. 
 
 
 



14 
 

Letter to Catherine Macaulay Graham  
on Being the First President 

George Washington 
January 9, 1790 

Madam: 
Your obliging letter, dated in October last, has been 

received; and, as I do not know when I shall have more 
leisure than at present to throw together a few 
observations in return for yours, I take up my Pen to 
do it by this early occasion. 

In the first place I thank you for your 
congratulatory sentiments on the event which has 
placed me at the head of the American Government; as 
well as for the indulgent partiality, which it is to be 
feared, however, may have warped your judgment too 
much in my favor. But you do me no more than justice 
in supposing that, if I had been permitted to indulge my 
first and fondest wish, I should have remained in a 
private Station. Although neither the present age or 
Posterity may possibly give me full credit for the 
feelings which I have experienced on the subject; yet I 
have a consciousness, that nothing short of an absolute 
conviction of duty could ever have brought me upon 
the scenes of public life again. The establishment of our 
new Government seemed to be the last great 
experiment for promoting human happiness by 
reasonable compact in civil Society. It was to be, in the 
first instance, in a considerable degree a government of 
accommodation as well as a government of Laws. 
Much was to be done by prudence, much by conciliation, 
much by firmness. Few who are not philosophical 
spectators can realize the difficult and delicate part 
which a man in my situation had to act. All see, and 
most admire, the glare which hovers round the external 
trappings of elevated office. To me there is nothing in 
it, beyond the lustre which may be reflected from its 
connection with a power of promoting human felicity. 
In our progress towards political happiness my station 
is new; and, if I may use the expression, I walk on 
untrodden ground. There is scarcely any part of my 
conduct wch. may not hereafter be drawn into 
precedent. Under such a view of the duties inherent to 
my arduous office, I could not but feel a diffidence in 
myself on the one hand; and an anxiety for the 
Community that every new arrangement should be 
made in the best possible manner on the other. If after 
all my humble but faithful endeavours to advance the 
felicity of my Country and mankind, I may indulge a 
hope that my labours have not been altogether without 

success, it will be the only real compensation I can 
receive in the closing of life. 

On the actual situation of this Country under its 
new Government I will, in the next place, make a few 
remarks. That the Government, though not absolutely 
perfect, is one of the best in the world, I have little 
doubt. I always believed that an unequivocally free and 
equal Representation of the People in the Legislature, 
together with an efficient and responsable Executive, 
were the great Pillars on which the preservation of 
American Freedom must depend. It was indeed next to 
a Miracle that there should have been so much 
unanimity, in points of such importance, among such a 
number of Citizens, so widely scattered, and so 
different in their habits in many respects as the 
Americans were. Nor are the growing unanimity and 
encreasing goodwill of the Citizens to the Government 
less remarkable than favorable circumstances. So far as 
we have gone with the new Government (and it is 
completely organized and in operation) we have had 
greater reason than the most sanguine could expect to 
be satisfied with its success. 

Perhaps a number of accidental circumstances have 
concurred with the real effects of the Government to 
make the People uncommonly well pleased with their 
situation and prospects. The harvests of wheat have 
been remarkably good, the demand for that article from 
abroad is great, the encrease of Commerce is visible in 
every Port, and the number of new manufactures 
introduced in one year is astonishing. I have lately made 
a tour through the Eastern States. I found the country, 
in a great degree, recovered from the ravages of War, 
the Towns flourishing, and the People delighted with a 
government instituted by themselves and for their own 
good. The same facts I have also reason to believe, 
from good authority, exist in the Southern States. By 
what I have just observed, I think you will be persuaded 
that the ill-boding Politicians who prognosticated that 
America would never enjoy any fruits from her 
Independence, and that she would be obliged to have 
recourse to a foreign Power for protection, have at least 
been mistaken. 

I shall sincerely rejoice to see that the American 
Revolution has been productive of happy 
consequences on both sides of the Atlantic. The 
renovation of the French Constitution is indeed one of 
the most wonderful events in the history of mankind; 
and the agency of the Marquis de la Fayette in a high 
degree honorable to his character. My greatest fear has 
been, that the nation would not be sufficiently cool and 
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moderate in making arrangements for the security of 
that liberty, of which it seems to be fully possessed. 

Mr. Warville, the French Gentleman you mention, 
has been in America and at Mount Vernon; but has 
returned sometime since to France. 

Mrs. Washington is well and desires her 
compliments may be presented to you. We wish the 
happiness of your fireside, as we also long to enjoy that 
of our own at Mount Vernon. Our wishes, you know, 
were limited; and I think that our plans of living will 
now be deemed reasonable by the considerate part of 
our species. Her wishes coincide with my own as to 
simplicity of dress, and everything which can tend to 
support propriety of character without partaking of the 
follies of luxury and ostentation. I am, etc. 

 
 

Letter to the Hebrew Congregation  
in Newport, Rhode Island 

18 August 1790 
Gentlemen. 

While I receive, with much satisfaction, your 
Address replete with expressions of affection and 
esteem; I rejoice in the opportunity of assuring you, 
that I shall always retain a grateful remembrance of the 
cordial welcome I experienced in my visit to Newport, 
from all classes of Citizens. 

The reflection on the days of difficulty and danger 
which are past is rendered the more sweet, from a 
consciousness that they are succeeded by days of 
uncommon prosperity and security. If we have wisdom 
to make the best use of the advantages with which we 
are now favored, we cannot fail, under the just 
administration of a good Government, to become a 
great and a happy people. 

The Citizens of the United States of America have 
a right to applaud themselves for having given to 
mankind examples of an enlarged and liberal policy: a 
policy worthy of imitation. All possess alike liberty of 
conscience and immunities of citizenship It is now no 
more that toleration is spoken of, as if it was by the 
indulgence of one class of people, that another enjoyed 
the exercise of their inherent natural rights. For happily 
the Government of the United States, which gives to 
bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance 
requires only that they who live under its protection 
should demean themselves as good citizens, in giving it 
on all occasions their effectual support. 

It would be inconsistent with the frankness of my 
character not to avow that I am pleased with your 

favorable opinion of my Administration, and fervent 
wishes for my felicity. May the Children of the Stock of 
Abraham, who dwell in this land, continue to merit and 
enjoy the good will of the other Inhabitants; while every 
one shall sit in safety under his own vine and figtree, 
and there shall be none to make him afraid. May the 
father of all mercies scatter light and not darkness in 
our paths, and make us all in our several vocations 
useful here, and in his own due time and way 
everlastingly happy. 

Go: Washington 

 

George Washington's Farewell Address 

1796 

Friends and Citizens: 

The period for a new election of a citizen to 
administer the executive government of the United 
States being not far distant, and the time actually arrived 
when your thoughts must be employed in designating 
the person who is to be clothed with that important 
trust, it appears to me proper, especially as it may 
conduce to a more distinct expression of the public 
voice, that I should now apprise you of the resolution I 
have formed, to decline being considered among the 
number of those out of whom a choice is to be made. 

I beg you, at the same time, to do me the justice to 
be assured that this resolution has not been taken 
without a strict regard to all the considerations 
appertaining to the relation which binds a dutiful citizen 
to his country; and that in withdrawing the tender of 
service, which silence in my situation might imply, I am 
influenced by no diminution of zeal for your future 
interest, no deficiency of grateful respect for your past 
kindness, but am supported by a full conviction that the 
step is compatible with both. 

The acceptance of, and continuance hitherto in, the 
office to which your suffrages have twice called me 
have been a uniform sacrifice of inclination to the 
opinion of duty and to a deference for what appeared 
to be your desire. I constantly hoped that it would have 
been much earlier in my power, consistently with 
motives which I was not at liberty to disregard, to 
return to that retirement from which I had been 
reluctantly drawn. The strength of my inclination to do 
this, previous to the last election, had even led to the 
preparation of an address to declare it to you; but 
mature reflection on the then perplexed and critical 
posture of our affairs with foreign nations, and the 
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unanimous advice of persons entitled to my 
confidence, impelled me to abandon the idea. 

I rejoice that the state of your concerns, external as 
well as internal, no longer renders the pursuit of 
inclination incompatible with the sentiment of duty or 
propriety, and am persuaded, whatever partiality may 
be retained for my services, that, in the present 
circumstances of our country, you will not disapprove 
my determination to retire… 

Here, perhaps, I ought to stop. But a solicitude for 
your welfare, which cannot end but with my life, and 
the apprehension of danger, natural to that solicitude, 
urge me, on an occasion like the present, to offer to 
your solemn contemplation, and to recommend to your 
frequent review, some sentiments which are the result 
of much reflection, of no inconsiderable observation, 
and which appear to me all-important to the 
permanency of your felicity as a people. These will be 
offered to you with the more freedom, as you can only 
see in them the disinterested warnings of a parting 
friend, who can possibly have no personal motive to 
bias his counsel. Nor can I forget, as an encouragement 
to it, your indulgent reception of my sentiments on a 
former and not dissimilar occasion. 

Interwoven as is the love of liberty with every 
ligament of your hearts, no recommendation of mine is 
necessary to fortify or confirm the attachment. 

The unity of government which constitutes you one 
people is also now dear to you. It is justly so, for it is a 
main pillar in the edifice of your real independence, the 
support of your tranquility at home, your peace abroad; 
of your safety; of your prosperity; of that very liberty 
which you so highly prize. But as it is easy to foresee 
that, from different causes and from different quarters, 
much pains will be taken, many artifices employed to 
weaken in your minds the conviction of this truth; as 
this is the point in your political fortress against which 
the batteries of internal and external enemies will be 
most constantly and actively (though often covertly and 
insidiously) directed, it is of infinite moment that you 
should properly estimate the immense value of your 
national union to your collective and individual 
happiness; that you should cherish a cordial, habitual, 
and immovable attachment to it; accustoming 
yourselves to think and speak of it as of the palladium 
of your political safety and prosperity; watching for its 
preservation with jealous anxiety; discountenancing 
whatever may suggest even a suspicion that it can in any 
event be abandoned; and indignantly frowning upon 
the first dawning of every attempt to alienate any 

portion of our country from the rest, or to enfeeble the 
sacred ties which now link together the various parts. 

For this you have every inducement of sympathy 
and interest. Citizens, by birth or choice, of a common 
country, that country has a right to concentrate your 
affections. The name of American, which belongs to 
you in your national capacity, must always exalt the just 
pride of patriotism more than any appellation derived 
from local discriminations. With slight shades of 
difference, you have the same religion, manners, habits, 
and political principles. You have in a common cause 
fought and triumphed together; the independence and 
liberty you possess are the work of joint counsels, and 
joint efforts of common dangers, sufferings, and 
successes… 

However combinations or associations of the 
above description may now and then answer popular 
ends, they are likely, in the course of time and things, 
to become potent engines, by which cunning, 
ambitious, and unprincipled men will be enabled to 
subvert the power of the people and to usurp for 
themselves the reins of government, destroying 
afterwards the very engines which have lifted them to 
unjust dominion. 

Towards the preservation of your government, and 
the permanency of your present happy state, it is 
requisite, not only that you steadily discountenance 
irregular oppositions to its acknowledged authority, but 
also that you resist with care the spirit of innovation 
upon its principles, however specious the pretexts. One 
method of assault may be to effect, in the forms of the 
Constitution, alterations which will impair the energy of 
the system, and thus to undermine what cannot be 
directly overthrown. In all the changes to which you 
may be invited, remember that time and habit are at 
least as necessary to fix the true character of 
governments as of other human institutions; that 
experience is the surest standard by which to test the 
real tendency of the existing constitution of a country; 
that facility in changes, upon the credit of mere 
hypothesis and opinion, exposes to perpetual change, 
from the endless variety of hypothesis and opinion; and 
remember, especially, that for the efficient management 
of your common interests, in a country so extensive as 
ours, a government of as much vigor as is consistent 
with the perfect security of liberty is indispensable. 
Liberty itself will find in such a government, with 
powers properly distributed and adjusted, its surest 
guardian. It is, indeed, little else than a name, where the 
government is too feeble to withstand the enterprises 
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of faction, to confine each member of the society 
within the limits prescribed by the laws, and to maintain 
all in the secure and tranquil enjoyment of the rights of 
person and property. 

I have already intimated to you the danger of parties 
in the State, with particular reference to the founding 
of them on geographical discriminations. Let me now 
take a more comprehensive view, and warn you in the 
most solemn manner against the baneful effects of the 
spirit of party generally. 

This spirit, unfortunately, is inseparable from our 
nature, having its root in the strongest passions of the 
human mind. It exists under different shapes in all 
governments, more or less stifled, controlled, or 
repressed; but, in those of the popular form, it is seen 
in its greatest rankness, and is truly their worst enemy. 

The alternate domination of one faction over 
another, sharpened by the spirit of revenge, natural to 
party dissension, which in different ages and countries 
has perpetrated the most horrid enormities, is itself a 
frightful despotism. But this leads at length to a more 
formal and permanent despotism. The disorders and 
miseries which result gradually incline the minds of 
men to seek security and repose in the absolute power 
of an individual; and sooner or later the chief of some 
prevailing faction, more able or more fortunate than his 
competitors, turns this disposition to the purposes of 
his own elevation, on the ruins of public liberty. 

Without looking forward to an extremity of this 
kind (which nevertheless ought not to be entirely out 
of sight), the common and continual mischiefs of the 
spirit of party are sufficient to make it the interest and 
duty of a wise people to discourage and restrain it. 

It serves always to distract the public councils and 
enfeeble the public administration. It agitates the 
community with ill-founded jealousies and false alarms, 
kindles the animosity of one part against another, 
foments occasionally riot and insurrection. It opens the 
door to foreign influence and corruption, which finds a 
facilitated access to the government itself through the 
channels of party passions. Thus the policy and the will 
of one country are subjected to the policy and will of 
another. 

There is an opinion that parties in free countries are 
useful checks upon the administration of the 
government and serve to keep alive the spirit of liberty. 
This within certain limits is probably true; and in 
governments of a monarchical cast, patriotism may 
look with indulgence, if not with favor, upon the spirit 
of party. But in those of the popular character, in 

governments purely elective, it is a spirit not to be 
encouraged. From their natural tendency, it is certain 
there will always be enough of that spirit for every 
salutary purpose. And there being constant danger of 
excess, the effort ought to be by force of public 
opinion, to mitigate and assuage it. A fire not to be 
quenched, it demands a uniform vigilance to prevent its 
bursting into a flame, lest, instead of warming, it should 
consume. 

It is important, likewise, that the habits of thinking 
in a free country should inspire caution in those 
entrusted with its administration, to confine themselves 
within their respective constitutional spheres, avoiding 
in the exercise of the powers of one department to 
encroach upon another. The spirit of encroachment 
tends to consolidate the powers of all the departments 
in one, and thus to create, whatever the form of 
government, a real despotism. A just estimate of that 
love of power, and proneness to abuse it, which 
predominates in the human heart, is sufficient to satisfy 
us of the truth of this position. The necessity of 
reciprocal checks in the exercise of political power, by 
dividing and distributing it into different depositaries, 
and constituting each the guardian of the public weal 
against invasions by the others, has been evinced by 
experiments ancient and modern; some of them in our 
country and under our own eyes. To preserve them 
must be as necessary as to institute them. If, in the 
opinion of the people, the distribution or modification 
of the constitutional powers be in any particular wrong, 
let it be corrected by an amendment in the way which 
the Constitution designates. But let there be no change 
by usurpation; for though this, in one instance, may be 
the instrument of good, it is the customary weapon by 
which free governments are destroyed. The precedent 
must always greatly overbalance in permanent evil any 
partial or transient benefit, which the use can at any 
time yield. 

Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to 
political prosperity, religion and morality are 
indispensable supports. In vain would that man claim 
the tribute of patriotism, who should labor to subvert 
these great pillars of human happiness, these firmest 
props of the duties of men and citizens. The mere 
politician, equally with the pious man, ought to respect 
and to cherish them. A volume could not trace all their 
connections with private and public felicity. Let it 
simply be asked: Where is the security for property, for 
reputation, for life, if the sense of religious obligation 
desert the oaths which are the instruments of 
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investigation in courts of justice ? And let us with 
caution indulge the supposition that morality can be 
maintained without religion. Whatever may be 
conceded to the influence of refined education on 
minds of peculiar structure, reason and experience both 
forbid us to expect that national morality can prevail in 
exclusion of religious principle. 

It is substantially true that virtue or morality is a 
necessary spring of popular government. The rule, 
indeed, extends with more or less force to every species 
of free government. Who that is a sincere friend to it 
can look with indifference upon attempts to shake the 
foundation of the fabric? 

Promote then, as an object of primary importance, 
institutions for the general diffusion of knowledge. In 
proportion as the structure of a government gives force 
to public opinion, it is essential that public opinion 
should be enlightened… 

It is our true policy to steer clear of permanent 
alliances with any portion of the foreign world; so far, 
I mean, as we are now at liberty to do it; for let me not 
be understood as capable of patronizing infidelity to 
existing engagements. I hold the maxim no less 
applicable to public than to private affairs, that honesty 
is always the best policy. I repeat it, therefore, let those 
engagements be observed in their genuine sense. But, 
in my opinion, it is unnecessary and would be unwise 
to extend them. 

Taking care always to keep ourselves by suitable 
establishments on a respectable defensive posture, we 
may safely trust to temporary alliances for extraordinary 
emergencies… 

Though, in reviewing the incidents of my 
administration, I am unconscious of intentional error, I 
am nevertheless too sensible of my defects not to think 
it probable that I may have committed many errors. 
Whatever they may be, I fervently beseech the 
Almighty to avert or mitigate the evils to which they 
may tend. I shall also carry with me the hope that my 
country will never cease to view them with indulgence; 
and that, after forty five years of my life dedicated to its 
service with an upright zeal, the faults of incompetent 
abilities will be consigned to oblivion, as myself must 
soon be to the mansions of rest. 

Relying on its kindness in this as in other things, 
and actuated by that fervent love towards it, which is so 
natural to a man who views in it the native soil of 
himself and his progenitors for several generations, I 
anticipate with pleasing expectation that retreat in 
which I promise myself to realize, without alloy, the 

sweet enjoyment of partaking, in the midst of my 
fellow-citizens, the benign influence of good laws 
under a free government, the ever-favorite object of my 
heart, and the happy reward, as I trust, of our mutual 
cares, labors, and dangers. 

Geo. Washington. 

 
First Inaugural Address 

March 4, 1801 

Friends and Fellow Citizens: 
Called upon to undertake the duties of the first 

executive office of our country, I avail myself of the 
presence of that portion of my fellow-citizens which is 
here assembled to express my grateful thanks for the 
favor with which they have been pleased to look toward 
me, to declare a sincere consciousness that the task is 
above my talents, and that I approach it with those 
anxious and awful presentiments which the greatness 
of the charge and the weakness of my powers so justly 
inspire. A rising nation, spread over a wide and fruitful 
land, traversing all the seas with the rich productions of 
their industry, engaged in commerce with nations who 
feel power and forget right, advancing rapidly to 
destinies beyond the reach of mortal eye -- when I 
contemplate these transcendent objects, and see the 
honor, the happiness, and the hopes of this beloved 
country committed to the issue and the auspices of this 
day, I shrink from the contemplation, and humble 
myself before the magnitude of the undertaking. 
Utterly, indeed, should I despair did not the presence 
of many whom I here see remind me that in the other 
high authorities provided by our Constitution I shall 
find resources of wisdom, of virtue, and of zeal on 
which to rely under all difficulties. To you, then, 
gentlemen, who are charged with the sovereign 
functions of legislation, and to those associated with 
you, I look with encouragement for that guidance and 
support which may enable us to steer with safety the 
vessel in which we are all embarked amidst the 
conflicting elements of a troubled world. 

During the contest of opinion through which we 
have passed the animation of discussions and of 
exertions has sometimes worn an aspect which might 
impose on strangers unused to think freely and to speak 
and to write what they think; but this being now 
decided by the voice of the nation, announced 
according to the rules of the Constitution, all will, of 
course, arrange themselves under the will of the law, 
and unite in common efforts for the common good. 
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All, too, will bear in mind this sacred principle, that 
though the will of the majority is in all cases to prevail, 
that will to be rightful must be reasonable; that the 
minority possess their equal rights, which equal law 
must protect, and to violate would be oppression. Let 
us, then, fellow-citizens, unite with one heart and one 
mind. Let us restore to social intercourse that harmony 
and affection without which liberty and even life itself 
are but dreary things. And let us reflect that, having 
banished from our land that religious intolerance under 
which mankind so long bled and suffered, we have yet 
gained little if we countenance a political intolerance as 
despotic, as wicked, and capable of as bitter and bloody 
persecutions. During the throes and convulsions of the 
ancient world, during the agonizing spasms of 
infuriated man, seeking through blood and slaughter his 
long-lost liberty, it was not wonderful that the agitation 
of the billows should reach even this distant and 
peaceful shore; that this should be more felt and feared 
by some and less by others, and should divide opinions 
as to measures of safety. But every difference of 
opinion is not a difference of principle. We have called 
by different names brethren of the same principle. We 
are all Republicans, we are all Federalists. If there be 
any among us who would wish to dissolve this Union 
or to change its republican form, let them stand 
undisturbed as monuments of the safety with which 
error of opinion may be tolerated where reason is left 
free to combat it. I know, indeed, that some honest 
men fear that a republican government can not be 
strong, that this Government is not strong enough; but 
would the honest patriot, in the full tide of successful 
experiment, abandon a government which has so far 
kept us free and firm on the theoretic and visionary fear 
that this Government, the world's best hope, may by 
possibility want energy to preserve itself? I trust not. I 
believe this, on the contrary, the strongest Government 
on earth. I believe it the only one where every man, at 
the call of the law, would fly to the standard of the law, 
and would meet invasions of the public order as his 
own personal concern. Sometimes it is said that man 
can not be trusted with the government of himself. Can 
he, then, be trusted with the government of others? Or 
have we found angels in the forms of kings to govern 
him? Let history answer this question. 

Let us, then, with courage and confidence pursue 
our own Federal and Republican principles, our 
attachment to union and representative government. 
Kindly separated by nature and a wide ocean from the 
exterminating havoc of one quarter of the globe; too 

high-minded to endure the degradations of the others; 
possessing a chosen country, with room enough for our 
descendants to the thousandth and thousandth 
generation; entertaining a due sense of our equal right 
to the use of our own faculties, to the acquisitions of 
our own industry, to honor and confidence from our 
fellow-citizens, resulting not from birth, but from our 
actions and their sense of them; enlightened by a benign 
religion, professed, indeed, and practiced in various 
forms, yet all of them inculcating honesty, truth, 
temperance, gratitude, and the love of man; 
acknowledging and adoring an overruling Providence, 
which by all its dispensations proves that it delights in 
the happiness of man here and his greater happiness 
hereafter -- with all these blessings, what more is 
necessary to make us a happy and a prosperous people? 
Still one thing more, fellow-citizens -- a wise and frugal 
Government, which shall restrain men from injuring 
one another, shall leave them otherwise free to regulate 
their own pursuits of industry and improvement, and 
shall not take from the mouth of labor the bread it has 
earned. This is the sum of good government, and this 
is necessary to close the circle of our felicities. 

About to enter, fellow-citizens, on the exercise of 
duties which comprehend everything dear and valuable 
to you, it is proper you should understand what I deem 
the essential principles of our Government, and 
consequently those which ought to shape its 
Administration. I will compress them within the 
narrowest compass they will bear, stating the general 
principle, but not all its limitations. Equal and exact 
justice to all men, of whatever state or persuasion, 
religious or political; peace, commerce, and honest 
friendship with all nations, entangling alliances with 
none; the support of the State governments in all their 
rights, as the most competent administrations for our 
domestic concerns and the surest bulwarks against 
antirepublican tendencies; the preservation of the 
General Government in its whole constitutional vigor, 
as the sheet anchor of our peace at home and safety 
abroad; a jealous care of the right of election by the 
people -- a mild and safe corrective of abuses which are 
lopped by the sword of revolution where peaceable 
remedies are unprovided; absolute acquiescence in the 
decisions of the majority, the vital principle of 
republics, from which is no appeal but to force, the vital 
principle and immediate parent of despotism; a well-
disciplined militia, our best reliance in peace and for the 
first moments of war till regulars may relieve them; the 
supremacy of the civil over the military authority; 
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economy in the public expense, that labor may be 
lightly burthened; the honest payment of our debts and 
sacred preservation of the public faith; encouragement 
of agriculture, and of commerce as its handmaid; the 
diffusion of information and arraignment of all abuses 
at the bar of the public reason; freedom of religion; 
freedom of the press, and freedom of person under the 
protection of the habeas corpus, and trial by juries 
impartially selected. These principles form the bright 
constellation which has gone before us and guided our 
steps through an age of revolution and reformation. 
The wisdom of our sages and blood of our heroes have 
been devoted to their attainment. They should be the 
creed of our political faith, the text of civic instruction, 
the touchstone by which to try the services of those we 
trust; and should we wander from them in moments of 
error or of alarm, let us hasten to retrace our steps and 
to regain the road which alone leads to peace, liberty, 
and safety. 

I repair, then, fellow-citizens, to the post you have 
assigned me. With experience enough in subordinate 
offices to have seen the difficulties of this the greatest 
of all, I have learnt to expect that it will rarely fall to the 
lot of imperfect man to retire from this station with the 
reputation and the favor which bring him into it. 
Without pretensions to that high confidence you 
reposed in our first and greatest revolutionary 
character, whose preeminent services had entitled him 
to the first place in his country's love and destined for 
him the fairest page in the volume of faithful history, I 
ask so much confidence only as may give firmness and 
effect to the legal administration of your affairs. I shall 
often go wrong through defect of judgment. When 
right, I shall often be thought wrong by those whose 
positions will not command a view of the whole 
ground. I ask your indulgence for my own errors, which 
will never be intentional, and your support against the 
errors of others, who may condemn what they would 
not if seen in all its parts. The approbation implied by 
your suffrage is a great consolation to me for the past, 
and my future solicitude will be to retain the good 
opinion of those who have bestowed it in advance, to 
conciliate that of others by doing them all the good in 
my power, and to be instrumental to the happiness and 
freedom of all. 

Relying, then, on the patronage of your good will, I 
advance with obedience to the work, ready to retire 
from it whenever you become sensible how much 
better choice it is in your power to make. And may that 
Infinite Power which rules the destinies of the universe 

lead our councils to what is best, and give them a 
favorable issue for your peace and prosperity. 

 
 

Letter to John Adams 

Monticello Oct. 28. 13. 

Dear Sir 

…I agree with you that there is a natural aristocracy 
among men. the grounds of this are virtue & talents. 
formerly bodily powers gave place among the aristoi. 
but since the invention of gunpowder has armed the 
weak as well as the strong with missile death, bodily 
strength, like beauty, good humor, politeness and other 
accomplishments, has become but an auxiliary ground 
of distinction. there is also an artificial aristocracy 
founded on wealth and birth, without either virtue or 
talents; for with these it would belong to the first class. 
the natural aristocracy I consider as the most precious 
gift of nature, for the instruction, the trusts, and 
government of society. and indeed it would have been 
inconsistent in creation to have formed man for the 
social state, and not to have provided virtue and 
wisdom enough to manage the concerns of the society. 
may we not even say that that form of government is 
the best which provides the most effectually for a pure 
selection of these natural aristoi into the offices of 
government? the artificial aristocracy is a mischievous 
ingredient in government, and provision should be 
made to prevent it’s ascendancy. on the question, What 
is the best provision? you and I differ; but we differ as 
rational friends, using the free exercise of our own 
reason, and mutually indulging it’s errors. you think it 
best to put the Pseudo-aristoi into a separate chamber 
of legislation where they may be hindered from doing 
mischief by their coordinate branches, and where also 
they may be a protection to wealth against the Agrarian 
and plundering enterprises of the Majority of the 
people. I think that to give them power in order to 
prevent them from doing mischief, is arming them for 
it, and increasing instead of remedying the evil. for if 
the coordinate branches can arrest their action, so may 
they that of the coordinates. mischief may be done 
negatively as well as positively. of this a cabal in the 
Senate of the US. has furnished many proofs. nor do I 
believe them necessary to protect the wealthy; because 
enough of these will find their way into every branch of 
the legislature to protect themselves. from 15. to 20. 
legislatures of our own, in action for 30. years past, have 
proved that no fears of an equalisation of property are 
to be apprehended from them. I think the best remedy 
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is exactly that provided by all our constitutions, to leave 
to the citizens the free election and separation of the 
aristoi from the pseudo-aristoi, of the wheat from the 
chaff. in general they will elect the real good and wise. 
in some instances, wealth may corrupt, and birth blind 
them; but not in sufficient degree to endanger the 
society. 

It is probable that our difference of opinion may in 
some measure be produced by a difference of character 
in those among whom we live. from what I have seen 
of Massachusets and Connecticut myself, and still more 
from what I have heard, and the character given of the 
former by yourself, who know them so much better, 
there seems to be in those two states a traditionary 
reverence for certain families, which has rendered the 
offices of the government nearly hereditary in those 
families. I presume that from an early period of your 
history, members of these families happening to 
possess virtue and talents, have honestly exercised them 
for the good of the people, and by their services have 
endeared their names to them. in coupling Connecticut 
with you, I mean it politically only, not morally. for 
having made the Bible the Common law of their land 
they seem to have modelled their morality on the story 
of Jacob and Laban. but altho’ this hereditary 
succession to office with you may in some degree be 
founded in real family merit, yet in a much higher 
degree it has proceeded from your strict alliance of 
church and state. these families are canonised in the 
eyes of the people on the common principle ‘you tickle 
me, and I will tickle you.’ in Virginia we have nothing 
of this. our clergy, before the revolution, having been 
secured against rivalship by fixed salaries, did not give 
themselves the trouble of acquiring influence over the 
people. of wealth, there were great accumulations in 
particular families, handed down from generation to 
generation under the English law of entails. but the 
only object of ambition for the wealthy was a seat in the 
king’s council. all their court then was paid to the crown 
and it’s creatures; and they Philipised in all collisions 
between the king & people. hence they were unpopular; 
and that unpopularity continues attached to their 
names. a Randolph, a Carter, or a Burwell must have 
great personal superiority over a common competitor 
to be elected by the people, even at this day. at the first 
session of our legislature after the Declaration of 
Independance, we passed a law abolishing entails. and 
this was followed by one abolishing the privilege of 
Primogeniture, and dividing the lands of 
intestates equally among all their children, or other 

representatives. these laws, drawn by myself, laid the 
axe to the root of Pseudo-aristocracy. and had another 
which I prepared been adopted by the legislature, our 
work would have been compleat. it was a Bill for 
the more general diffusion of learning. this proposed to 
divide every county into wards of 5. or 6. miles square, 
like your townships; to establish in each ward a free 
school for reading, writing and common arithmetic; to 
provide for the annual selection of the best subjects 
from these schools who might recieve at the public 
expence a higher degree of education at a district 
school; and from these district schools to select a 
certain number of the most promising subjects to be 
compleated at an University, where all the useful 
sciences should be taught. worth and genius would thus 
have been sought out from every condition of life, and 
compleatly prepared by education for defeating the 
competition of wealth & birth for public trusts.  

 
 

Letter to Edward Coles on  
Attitudes toward Slavery 

Monticello Aug. 25. 14. 
Dear Sir 

Your favor of July 31. was duly recieved, and was 
read with peculiar pleasure. the sentiments breathed 
thro’ the whole do honor to both the head and heart of 
the writer. mine on the subject of the slavery of negroes 
have long since been in possession of the public, and 
time has only served to give them stronger root. the 
love of justice & the love of country plead equally the 
cause of these people, and it is a mortal reproach to us 
that they should have pleaded it so long in vain, and 
should have produced not a single effort, nay I fear not 
much serious willingness to relieve them & ourselves 
from our present condition of moral and political 
reprobation. from those of the former generation who 
were in the fulness of age when I came into public life, 
which was while our controversy with England was on 
paper only, I soon saw that nothing was to be hoped. 
nursed and educated in the daily habit of seeing the 
degraded condition, both bodily & mental, of those 
unfortunate beings, not reflecting that that degradation 
was very much the work of themselves & their fathers, 
few minds had yet doubted but that they were as 
legitimate subjects of property as their horses or cattle. 
the quiet & monotonous course of colonial life had 
been disturbed by no alarm, & little reflection on the 
value of liberty. and when alarm was taken at an 
enterprise on their own, it was not easy to carry them 
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the whole length of the principles which they invoked 
for themselves. in the first or second session of the 
legislature after I became a member, I drew to this 
subject the attention of Colo Bland, one of the oldest, 
ablest, and most respected members, and he undertook 
to move for certain moderate extensions of the 
protection of the laws to these people. I seconded his 
motion, and, as a younger member, was more spared in 
the debate: but he was denounced as an enemy to his 
country, & was treated with the grossest indecorum. 
from an early stage of our revolution other and more 
distant duties were assigned to me, so that from that 
time till my return from Europe in 1789. and I may say 
till I returned to reside at home in 1809. I had little 
opportunity of knowing the progress of public 
sentiment here on this subject. I had always hoped that 
the younger generation, recieving their early 
impressions after the flame of liberty had been kindled 
in every breast, and had become as it were the vital 
spirit of every American, that the generous 
temperament of youth, analogous to the motion of 
their blood, and above the suggestions of avarice, 
would have sympathised with oppression wherever 
found, and proved their love of liberty beyond their 
own share of it. but my intercourse with them, since my 
return, has not been sufficient to ascertain that they had 
made towards this point the progress I had hoped. your 
solitary but welcome voice is the first which has 
brought this sound to my ear; and I have considered 
the general silence which prevails on this subject as 
indicating an apathy unfavorable to every hope. yet the 
hour of emancipation is advancing in the march of 
time. it will come; and whether brought on by the 
generous energy of our own minds, or by the bloody 
process of St Domingo, excited and conducted by the 
power of our present enemy, if once stationed 
permanently within our country, & offering asylum & 
arms to the oppressed, is a leaf of our history not yet 
turned over… 

Th: Jefferson 
 
 

Thomas Jefferson’s Letter to Henry Lee  
on the Founding Principles 

Monticello May 8. 25. 

Dear Sir 
Your favor of Apr. 29 has been duly recieved, and 

the offer of mineralogical specimens from mr Myer has 
been communicated to Dr Emmet our Professor of 
Natural history.   the last donation of the legislature to 

the University was appropriated specifically to a library 
and apparatus of every kind. but we apply it first to the 
more important articles of a library, of an astronomical, 
physical, & chemical apparatus. and we think it safest 
to see what these will cost, before we venture on 
collections of mineral & other subjects. the last we must 
proportion to what sum we shall have left only. the 
Professor possesses already what he thinks will be 
sufficient for mineralogical and geological explanations 
to his school. I do not know how far he might be 
tempted to enlarge his possession by a catalogue of the 
articles and prices, if both should be satisfactory. if mr 
Myer chuses to send such a catalogue, it shall be 
returned to you immediately, if the purchase be not 
approved. 

That George Mason was author of the bill of rights, 
and of the constitution founded on it, the evidence of 
the day established fully in my mind.   of the paper you 
mention, purporting to be instructions to the Virginia 
delegation in Congress, I have no recollection. if it were 
any thing more than a projét of some private hand, that 
is to say, had any such instructions been ever given by 
the Convention, they would appear in the Journals, 
which we possess entire. but with respect to our rights 
and the acts of the British government contravening 
those rights, there was but one opinion on this side of 
the water. all American whigs thought alike on these 
subjects. when forced therefore to resort to arms for 
redress, an appeal to the tribunal of the world was 
deemed proper for our justification. this was the object 
of the Declaration of Independance. not to find out 
new principles, or new arguments, never before 
thought of, not merely to say things which had never 
been said before; but to place before mankind the 
common sense of the subject; [. . .] terms so plain and 
firm, as to command their assent, and to justify 
ourselves in the independant stand we [. . .] compelled 
to take. neither aiming at originality of principle or 
sentiment, nor yet copied from any particular and 
previous writing, it was intended to be an expression of 
the american mind, and to give to that expression the 
proper tone and spirit called for by the occasion. all it’s 
authority rests then on the harmonising sentiments of 
the day, whether expressed, in conversns in letters, 
printed essays or in the elementary books of public 
right, as Aristotle, Cicero, Locke, Sidney Etc. the 
historical documents which you mention as in your 
possession, ought all to be found, and I am persuaded 
you will find, to be corroborative of the facts and 
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principles advanced in that Declaration. be pleased to 
accept assurances of my great respect and esteem. 

TH: JEFFERSON 
 
 
Letter to Roger Weightman on the Fourth of July 

June 24, 1826 
 

The kind invitation I receive from you, on the part of 
the citizens of the city of Washington, to be present 
with them at their celebration of the fiftieth anniversary 
of American Independence, as one of the surviving 
signers of an instrument pregnant with our own, and 
the fate of the world, is most flattering to myself, and 
heightened by the honorable accompaniment proposed 
for the comfort of such a journey. It adds sensibly to 
the sufferings of sickness, to be deprived by it of a 
personal participation in the rejoicings of that day. But 
acquiescence is a duty, under circumstances not placed 
among those we are permitted to control. I should, 
indeed, with peculiar delight, have met and exchanged 
there congratulations personally with the small band, 
the remnant of that host of worthies, who joined with 

us on that day, in the bold and doubtful election we 
were to make for our country, between submission or 
the sword; and to have enjoyed with them the 
consolatory fact, that our fellow citizens, after half a 
century of experience and prosperity, continue to 
approve the choice we made. May it be to the world, 
what I believe it will be, (to some parts sooner, to others 
later, but finally to all), the signal of arousing men to 
burst the chains under which monkish ignorance and 
superstition had persuaded them to bind themselves, 
and to assume the blessings and security of self-
government. That form which we have substituted, 
restores the free right to the unbounded exercise of 
reason and freedom of opinion. All eyes are opened, or 
opening, to the rights of man. The general spread of the 
light of science has already laid open to every view the 
palpable truth, that the mass of mankind has not been 
born with saddles on their backs, nor a favored few 
booted and spurred, ready to ride them legitimately, by 
the grace of God. These are grounds of hope for others. 
For ourselves, let the annual return of this day forever 
refresh our recollections of these rights, and an 
undiminished devotion to them. …
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