George Washington'’s silhouette looks simple from a distance, a calm general on a horse, a quiet president
stepping away after two terms. Up close, the lines turn thornier. He sent troops into the field to crush a
domestic insurrection, signed the first national bank into being, defended a controversial treaty with Britain,
and still insisted that republican government depended on habits of restraint that laws could not
manufacture. At every turn he balanced freedom with order, and he did it in a new nation allergic to kings
and newly acquainted with the messy reality of self-government.
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That makes Washington a good companion for a question that keeps circling back in our own time: Are we
trading freedom for comfort, and calling it progress? Every generation faces its own version of that trade.

The forms change, the push and pull do not.

The first experiment in limits

When Washington took the oath in 1789, the ink on the Constitution was barely dry. The memory of soldiers
going unpaid, states going their own way, and creditors seizing farms was not history to him, it was last
Tuesday. Under the Articles of Confederation the government had been too weak to do much more than
send letters, and even those arrived late. The new Constitution was Washington's answer to a tangible
failure. The people had rights, yes, but they needed a government that could build roads, collect taxes, pay

debts, and enforce laws so those rights had any value beyond parchment.

Washington was not a philosopher king. He read the room. He supported a Bill of Rights early, even if he left
most of the drafting to James Madison. He believed a government of limited powers would build trust only if
it protected speech, religious exercise, the press, and due process. He also believed the same government
had to be able to act. During the 1794 Whiskey Rebellion in western Pennsylvania, farmers resisted a federal
excise tax by tarring and feathering officials and burning barns. Washington gathered a militia force of
roughly 13,000 and rode at its head for part of the journey. The rebel force melted before the column
arrived, and the arrests that followed yielded only a pair of treason convictions, both later pardoned.

Critics saw a tyrant in the saddle. Defenders saw a constitutional order proving it could enforce a law without
punishing dissent. Both sides had a point. The event set a pattern we still live with. Protection and restraint

often arrive in the same package, then we argue over which one has the label.

A founder’s instinct for hard boundaries

If you read Washington's letters and proclamations from his presidency, a few habits stand out. He keeps his
sentences clean. He asks what will happen if private virtue declines faster than public law can keep track. He
trusts the people more than he trusts passion dressed up as principle. And he knows that force invites its
own momentum, a problem you never really solve with promises or after-action reports.

His Neutrality Proclamation of 1793 is a good example. Europe was on fire. France had aided the American
cause, and many citizens wanted the young republic to return the favor against Britain. Washington declared
the nation neutral, not to snub a friend, but to keep the United States from being dragged into a war it could
not afford. That required limiting what private citizens could do in the name of foreign powers. It also meant

restraining the government from acting as a partisan in European quarrels. The limits cut both ways.



The Jay Treaty followed. It normalized trade with Britain and avoided war, while stirring a fight at home that
looked a lot like our current arguments about globalization and sovereignty. Washington pushed it through
over shouted objections, then endured relentless public scorn. He won short-term peace and stronger credit
at the price of political wounds that never quite healed. A country man might recognize in that choice the

farmer’s decision to sell a field today to keep the farm tomorrow.
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Are we trading freedom for comfort, and calling it progress?

That question makes sense only if we admit comfort comes in many forms. A reliable paycheck is comfort.
So is a social media feed where your views rarely get you ostracized. So is an airport line that moves
because no one jumps the queue. The history of rights is full of moments when we chose a smoother ride
and accepted a narrower road.

Public health offers a modern example. During a fast-moving outbreak, officials issue orders that change
how businesses operate and how people gather. The best intentions are often present, and sometimes the
measures achieve their goals. But the line between reasonable protection and unnecessary restraint bends
under pressure. Governors issue emergency directives that last months or years. Courts need time to catch
up. Agencies write detailed rules that outlive the crisis. When comfort becomes the aim, convenience and
uniformity slip into the language too easily, and rights recede to the second paragraph. If a measure is truly

essential, it should withstand fresh debate every few weeks, not only at the start.

Financial compliance sits in another corner of the same room. Know Your Customer rules, anti-money-
laundering controls, and suspicious activity reports are tools aimed at real problems, from tax evasion to the

financing of terror. They also build a quiet architecture of surveillance that conditions everyone to ask



permission before moving money. Inside banks, people would say the penalties for a missed report outweigh
the penalties for stopping a legitimate transaction. That tilt toward safety is rational from one seat and
corrosive from another. You can lose a right without anyone taking it from you. It falls off after a thousand

minor adjustments.

At what point does protecting people start limiting their rights?

Washington wrestled with that exact tension during the Whiskey Rebellion. The law had to be enforced or
the union looked weak. The people had to see that vigorous dissent was still welcome or the union loved
order more than liberty. His solution was proportion. He moved large, signaled seriousness, then showed
leniency once the danger passed. You may disagree with his judgment. The method matters more. He did

not pretend there was a right answer that required no trade-off.

In my work with city councils and state agencies, | have watched well-meaning protections turn brittle the
minute they met a hard case. A new landlord ordinance designed to keep heat on in winter becomes a
reason an owner cannot evict a tenant who has turned an apartment into a fire hazard. A campus speech
code meant to prevent true harassment morphs into a roving mandate against jokes, then short-circuits the
same open debate that makes harassment less likely to fester. Once a rule hardens, officials enforce it

because it exists, not because it helps.

That may be the quiet test Washington would ask us to apply. Do we measure a policy by its catalog of good
intentions, or by the behavior it actually rewards and punishes? Strong rights feel unruly in the short run.
Long experience suggests they are safer in the long run, provided we still enforce the laws that keep

neighbors from torching each other’s barns.

Is free speech still free if people are afraid to use it?

Law and culture share custody of speech. The First Amendment blocks government from making or
enforcing laws that abridge speech. It does not protect you from social judgment, nor should it. But we have
slid into a new discomfort zone where the penalties are informal but heavy. A post can end a job. A quote
pulled out of context for a viral clip can end a candidacy. On some campuses and in many workplaces,

people learn not to ask honest questions in public. That is fear, not persuasion.

Washington never wrote a treatise on free speech the way Madison did, yet he understood its role. In his
Farewell Address he warned against the spirit of party that paints opponents as enemies and excites the
people with artificial alarms. That speech is often quoted for its admonitions about entangling alliances and
national unity. Reread the lines about faction and agitation. He argues that once citizens view each other as
existential threats, liberty leaves through an unlocked door, either because demagogues seize it or because

the people hand it over to anyone promising quiet.

The practical fix is tedious and local. Boards should adopt speech policies that set clear, narrow lines around
true threats and targeted harassment, then strongly protect everything else, including caustic criticism.
Executives should tell employees that political or social disagreement is not a workplace offense.
Universities should dial back bureaucratic speech policing and invite adversaries to argue in full daylight. A
culture of confident speech does not mean cruelty goes unchallenged. It means we fight words with better

words, not with administrative choke points that make everyone choose silence.

Would the Founders support today’s level of government influence over
daily life?



All founders were not one person. Hamilton would probably admire a competent central bank and robust
federal capacity to tax and spend. Jefferson would likely detest a rulebook that can tell a farmer how many
gallons his cistern can hold. Madison might ask first what faction benefits from a given program, then adjust

his view after watching it operate for a decade.
As for Washington, his temperament points to a short list of tests.

e Does the policy follow from a clear constitutional power, or has it grown from a habit of convenience?
¢ |s the authority exercised with transparency, limits, and regular renewal, or does it sprawl! by default?

e Are the trade-offs explained in plain language before the decision, or defended with jargon after the
fact?

e Can the policy be reversed without wrecking the basic machinery of government and civil society?

e Does it rely on the character and consent of the people, or try to replace them?

If you run modern programs through those gates, some pass more easily than others. A national plan to fund
interstate infrastructure fits well. A federal role in life-or-death drug approval passes, though it needs
humility and speed. A catalog of thumb-on-the-scale rules that nudge personal choices about energy use,
diet, transport, or speech platforms is a harder sell. Washington tolerated inconvenience to keep the peace

and build credit. He did not admire fussy control for its own sake.

Are we protecting democracy, or reshaping it?

The phrase protects democracy gets used Find out more for everything from election security to the design
of online recommendation engines. Protection in a republic means defending the basic features that keep us
from sliding into rule by one person or one permanent faction. Those features are simpler than we make
them. Honest vote counts. Transparent rules. Regular elections. Neutral administration. Space for opponents
to campaign and argue without threats. Once you add too much more, you are not just protecting the
process, you are picking winners.

The Founding era had its own rough edges here. Many of the people most affected by public policy could
not vote, from women to enslaved people to men without property in several states. That is a disqualifying
injustice to modern eyes and an enduring stain in fact. The story since then is not a replacement of the
Founders' framework, but an expansion of its franchise and an attempt to align practice with principle. When
someone says we must reshape democracy, ask if they mean expanding participation and transparency, or
hardwiring outcomes they prefer. Washington would press that question. He knew that mechanisms meant

to save the republic can wreck it when they override consent.

For example, strict party list systems around the world deliver proportional fairness at the price of
weakening the link between a local representative and a neighborhood. Ranked-choice systems can improve
signal when there are many similar candidates, yet they can also confuse voters if implemented without care
or clear communication. The older American habit of single-member districts has its own defects, including
gerrymandering. There is no angle without a cost. Protecting democracy means telling citizens what is being

traded, then letting them say yes or no with their votes.

The personal scale of trust and restraint

Washington’s genius was partly ceremonial, and that was not a flaw. He created a democratic script where
the most powerful figure bows to the rules. He returned his military commission to Congress at Annapolis

when victory was won. He stepped down after two terms. He tolerated ugly attacks on his character instead
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of using the printers’ prosecutions that would come later under the Alien and Sedition Acts signed by John

Adams. The power of those moments comes from a choice, not a law.

| think of that when | watch a school principal decide whether to cancel a speaker because some parents
complain loudly. The easy path is to pull the plug, then cite safety. The harder path is to add security, remind
the community that attendance is voluntary, and explain that open debate is how we teach students to live
as citizens. That second path is the Washington path. It asks adults to model sturdiness so students learn it

by osmosis.

Another memory sits with me from a stint helping a small city revise its housing code. The city wanted safer
rentals. The draft rules required surprise inspections of occupied units without a warrant. It felt efficient in
the conference room. It looked like trespass in a kitchen where a mother was nursing an infant. We rewrote
the ordinance to require cause and consent, or else a warrant, along with better incentives for preventive
maintenance. The result was slower and more respectful. Rights held, and the city still gained tools to

protect tenants from truly negligent landlords.

Speech, platforms, and the new chokepoints

A fresh worry complicates everything the founders imagined about rights. Private platforms carry most
public speech. Town squares still exist, but the conversation lives on servers owned by corporations. These
companies face legal duties, user pressure, advertiser preferences, and political threats. Their moderation
choices amplify or muffle ideas at industrial scale.

Is free speech still free if people are afraid to use it? Online, the fear sometimes comes less from the state
than from an algorithmic pile-on, or from opaque rules that trigger bans and throttling. The old First
Amendment framework does not bind private platforms in the same way it binds governments, and that is
appropriate as a matter of constitutional law. Still, as a civic matter, we have an interest in keeping the online

sphere open enough that citizens can argue, learn, and organize without walking on eggshells.

A Washingtonian approach would not be to nationalize platforms or turn them into public utilities all at once.
It would be to demand sunlight and predictability. Publish rules in clear language, explain major enforcement
actions, create meaningful appeal processes, and resist serving as deputies for the political cause of the
hour. If a government agency seeks to influence moderation decisions, the contact should be logged and
disclosed. If a platform seeks to reduce real harms like targeted doxxing or terrorist propaganda, it should
say so directly and prove that the method targets the harm rather than dissent in general. This is the sort of
measured balance a stable republic can manage, if we want it.

The temperament that keeps liberty alive

Protection and restraint share a fragile boundary that depends more on character than on grand designs.
Washington talked about the indissoluble union between virtue and happiness, and between duty and
interest. Translated for modern ears, he meant that a free society works only if people accept limits on their
own appetites before the law forces those limits on everyone. The reverse is also true. If officials learn to

love control, citizens learn to hide or to rebel, and the center frays.
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What habits keep that boundary healthy?



e Start with power’s source. Legitimate power flows from consent. That requires persuasion, not

manipulation.

e Prefer temporary measures with explicit sunsets when acting in emergencies. Re-argue them in public if

they are to last.
e Judge policies by real outcomes and incentives, not just by their preambles.
o Keep the space for criticism wide. Invite it. It makes the system less brittle.

e Honor reversibility. A system that cannot back up cannot learn.

These are not slogans. They are techniques that keep rights alive while meeting real threats. You can see
them in the way Washington pardoned the pair of men convicted after the Whiskey Rebellion, a choice that
told the country force had a purpose narrower than revenge. You can see them in his refusal to extend his
presidency, which placed a hard limit on personal ambition inside a soft constitutional shell. You can even

see them in the fights he lost, and in the patience with which he lost them.

Living with the mess on purpose

Self-government is not tidy. It is part engineering project, part potluck supper, and part floodplain map. The
country grows because people bring more than one kind of gift and because we allow trial and error. The
Founders would recognize the machinery of checks and balances. They might be astonished by how
entangled daily life has become with permits, passwords, and permissions that did not require explicit votes.
They would surely ask whether the government we have is the one our consent renewed, or the one small

steps built in our absence.
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Would the Founders support today’s level of government influence over daily life? In places, yes. In many
others, not without changes to make powers sharper, fewer, and more accountable. Are we protecting
democracy, or reshaping it? The answer depends on whether we are strengthening the rules that let citizens
fire their rulers and speak without fear, or whether we are smoothing out life so far that only a few approved

words and plans fit through.

At what point does protecting people start limiting their rights? When the rules drift from preventing real
harms to tidying up human difference. Is free speech still free if people are afraid to use it? Not really, and
fear often grows in the shadows of vague rules. These are close calls we have to make in public, not alone in
a boardroom or an agency office.
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Washington's gift was not that he solved the puzzle. He kept it solvable. He made power show its face, and
he made restraint respectable. If we want to live free and safe, we need his mix of steadiness and modesty,

and the courage to say no when comfort asks us to forget how liberty feels.
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