LETTER TO JOHN JAY
GEORGE WASHINGTON
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George Washington writes here as a private citizen to John Jay, who as Secretary of Foreign Affairs
under the Articles of Confederation witnessed firsthand the Articles shortcomings, as each state pursued
a different foreign policy.
AuGusT 15, 1786
....Your sentiments, that our affairs are drawing rapidly to a crisis, accord with my own. What the
event will be is also beyond the reach of my foresight. We have errors to correct. We have probably
had too good an opinion of human nature in forming our confederation. Experience has taught
us, that men will not adopt and carry into execution, measures the best calculated for their own
good without the intervention of a coercive power. I do not conceive we can exist long as a nation,
without having lodged somewhere a power which will pervade the whole Union in as energetic
a manner, as the authority of the different state governments extends over the several States. To
be fearful of vesting Congress, constituted as that body is, with ample authorities for national
purposes, appears to me the very climax of popular absurdity and madness. Could Congress exert
them for the detriment of the public without injuring themselves in an equal or greater proportion?
Are not their interests inseparably connected with those of their constituents? By the rotation of
appointment must they not mingle frequently with the mass of citizens? Is it not rather to be
apprehended, if they were possessed of the power before described, that the individual members
would be induced to use them, on many occasions, very timidly and ineflicaciously for fear of
losing their popularity and future election? We must take human nature as we find it. Perfection
falls not to the share of mortals. Many are of opinion that Congress have too frequently made use
of the suppliant humble tone of requisition, in applications to the States, when they had a right to
assume their imperial dignity and command obedience. Be that as it may, requisitions are a perfect
nihility, where thirteen sovereign, independent, disunited States are in the habit of discussing and
refusing compliance with them at their option. Requisitions are actually little better than a jest and
a byword throughout the Land. If you tell the Legislatures they have violated the treaty of peace
and invaded the prerogatives of the confederacy they will laugh in your face. What then is to be
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done? Things cannot go on in the same train forever. It is much to be feared, as you observe, that
the better kind of people being disgusted with the circumstances will have their minds prepared
for any revolution whatever. We are apt to run from one extreme into another. To anticipate and
prevent disastrous contingencies would be the part of wisdom and patriotism....
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