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Friends and Fellow Citizens:

The unity of government which constitutes you one peo-
ple 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 dif-
ferent 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 pros-
perity; 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. …

… 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. …

… While, then, every part of our country thus feels an 
immediate and particular interest in union, all the parts 
combined cannot fail to find in the united mass of means 
and efforts greater strength, greater resource, proportion-
ably greater security from external danger, a less frequent 
interruption of their peace by foreign nations; and, what 
is of inestimable value, they must derive from union an 
exemption from those broils and wars between themselves, 
which so frequently afflict neighboring countries not tied 
together by the same governments, which their own rival 
ships alone would be sufficient to produce, but which 

opposite foreign alliances, attachments, and intrigues would 
stimulate and embitter. …

… To the efficacy and permanency of your Union, a 
government for the whole is indispensable. No alliance, 
however strict, between the parts can be an adequate substi-
tute; they must inevitably experience the infractions and in-
terruptions which all alliances in all times have experienced. 
Sensible of this momentous truth, you have improved upon 
your first essay, by the adoption of a constitution of govern-
ment better calculated than your former for an intimate 
union, and for the efficacious management of your common 
concerns. This government, the offspring of our own choice, 
uninfluenced and unawed, adopted upon full investigation 
and mature deliberation, completely free in its principles, 
in the distribution of its powers, uniting security with 
energy, and containing within itself a provision for its own 
amendment, has a just claim to your confidence and your 
support. Respect for its authority, compliance with its laws, 
acquiescence in its measures, are duties enjoined by the fun-
damental maxims of true liberty. The basis of our political 
systems is the right of the people to make and to alter their 
constitutions of government. But the Constitution which at 
any time exists, till changed by an explicit and authentic act 
of the whole people, is sacredly obligatory upon all. The very 
idea of the power and the right of the people to establish 
government presupposes the duty of every individual to 
obey the established government. …

… 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 unprin-
cipled men will be enabled to subvert the power of the 
people and to usurp for themselves the reins of govern-
ment, 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 ef-
fect, 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 govern-
ments as of other human institutions. …

… I have already intimated to you the danger of parties 
in the State, with particular reference to the founding of 
them on geographical discriminations. …

… 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 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 pre-
dominates 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 distribut-
ing 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 Constitu-
tion 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. …

… 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.

United States 
19 September 1796

Geo. Washington
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