
George Washington – Farewell Address, 1796 

1. . . .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. 

But these considerations, however powerfully they address themselves to your sensibility, are greatly 

outweighed by those which apply more immediately to your interest. Here every portion of our country finds the most 

commanding motives for carefully guarding and preserving the union of the whole. 

. . . 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, 

proportionably 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. . . . 

In contemplating the causes which may disturb our Union, it occurs as matter of serious concern that any 

ground should have been furnished for characterizing parties by geographical discriminations, Northern and 

Southern, Atlantic and Western; whence designing men may endeavor to excite a belief that there is a real 

difference of local interests and views. One of the expedients of party to acquire influence within particular districts is 

to misrepresent the opinions and aims of other districts. You cannot shield yourselves too much against the 

jealousies and heartburnings which spring from these misrepresentations; they tend to render alien to each other 

those who ought to be bound together by fraternal affection. . . .  

To the efficacy and permanency of your Union, a government for the whole is indispensable.   

2. . . . 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. 

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. 



3 Observe good faith and justice towards all nations; cultivate peace and harmony with all.  

Against the insidious wiles of foreign influence (I conjure you to believe me, fellow-citizens) the jealousy of a free 

people ought to be constantly awake, since history and experience prove that foreign influence is one of the most 

baneful foes of republican government. But that jealousy to be useful must be impartial; else it becomes the 

instrument of the very influence to be avoided, instead of a defense against it. Excessive partiality for one foreign 

nation and excessive dislike of another cause those whom they actuate to see danger only on one side, and serve 

to veil and even second the arts of influence on the other. Real patriots who may resist the intrigues of the favorite 

are liable to become suspected and odious, while its tools and dupes usurp the applause and confidence of the 

people, to surrender their interests. 

The great rule of conduct for us in regard to foreign nations is in extending our commercial relations, to have 

with them as little political connection as possible. So far as we have already formed engagements, let them be 

fulfilled with perfect good faith. Here let us stop. Europe has a set of primary interests which to us have none; or a 

very remote relation. Hence she must be engaged in frequent controversies, the causes of which are essentially 

foreign to our concerns. Hence, therefore, it must be unwise in us to implicate ourselves by artificial ties in the 

ordinary vicissitudes of her politics, or the ordinary combinations and collisions of her friendships or enmities. 

Our detached and distant situation invites and enables us to pursue a different course. If we remain one people 

under an efficient government. the period is not far off when we may defy material injury from external annoyance; 

when we may take such an attitude as will cause the neutrality we may at any time resolve upon to be scrupulously 

respected; when belligerent nations, under the impossibility of making acquisitions upon us, will not lightly hazard 

the giving us provocation; when we may choose peace or war, as our interest, guided by justice, shall counsel. 

Why forego the advantages of so peculiar a situation? Why quit our own to stand upon foreign ground? Why, by 

interweaving our destiny with that of any part of Europe, entangle our peace and prosperity in the toils of European 

ambition, rivalship, interest, humor or caprice? 

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. 

Questions –  

1.  For each of the numbered sections, explain the advice or warning that Washington issues to the country. 

2. How was each warning or advice a response to issues or problems that had arisen during Washington’s 

eight years in office? 

3. Was the advice realistic?  Explain. 

4. To what extent did the United States follow Washington’s advice over the subsequent two centuries?  

Support your response with specific examples. 


