
FROM George Washington’s Farewell Address (1796) 
 
Friends and Citizens: 
  
 
…. If benefits have resulted to our country from these services, let it 
always be remembered to your praise, and as an instructive example in 
our annals, that under circumstances in which the passions, agitated in 
every direction, were liable to mislead, amidst appearances sometimes 
dubious, vicissitudes of fortune often discouraging, in situations in which 
not infrequently want of success has countenanced the spirit of criticism, 
the constancy of your support was the essential prop of the efforts, and a 
guarantee of the plans by which they were effected. Profoundly 
penetrated with this idea, I shall carry it with me to my grave, as a strong 
incitement to unceasing vows that heaven may continue to you the 
choicest tokens of its beneficence; that your union and brotherly affection 
may be perpetual; that the free Constitution, which is the work of your 
hands, may be sacredly maintained; that its administration in every 
department may be stamped with wisdom and virtue; that, in fine, the 
happiness of the people of these States, under the auspices of liberty, 
may be made complete by so careful a preservation and so prudent a use 
of this blessing as will acquire to them the glory of recommending it to 
the applause, the affection, and adoption of every nation which is yet a 
stranger to it…. 
  
 
The unity of government that 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…. 
  
 
But these considerations, however powerfully they address themselves to 
your sensibility, are greatly outweighed by those that 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…. 



  
 
Avoid the necessity of those overgrown military establishments which, 
under any form of government, are inauspicious to liberty, and which are 
to be regarded as particularly hostile to republican liberty. In this sense it 
is that your union ought to be considered as a main prop of your liberty, 
and that the love of the one ought to endear to you the preservation of 
the other…. 
  
 
It is well worth a fair and full experiment. With such powerful and obvious 
motives to union, affecting all parts of our country, while experience shall 
not have demonstrated its impracticability, there will always be reason to 
distrust the patriotism of those who in any quarter may endeavor to 
weaken its bands…. 
  
 
Sensible of this momentous truth, you have improved upon your first 
essay, by the adoption of a constitution of government 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 fundamental 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. 
  
 
All obstructions to the execution of the laws, all combinations and 
associations, under whatever plausible character, with the real design to 
direct, control, counteract, or awe the regular deliberation and action of 
the constituted authorities, are destructive of this fundamental principle, 
and of fatal tendency. They serve to organize faction, to give it an 
artificial and extraordinary force; to put, in the place of the delegated will 
of the nation the will of a party, often a small but artful and enterprising 
minority of the community; and, according to the alternate triumphs of 
different parties, to make the public administration the mirror of the ill-



concerted and incongruous projects of faction, rather than the organ of 
consistent and wholesome plans digested by common counsels and 
modified by mutual interests. 
  
 
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…. 
  
 
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 
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…. 
  
 
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, forments 
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…. 
  
 
As a very important source of strength and security, cherish public 
credit…. 
  
 
The nation that indulges towards another a habitual hatred or a habitual 
fondness is in some degree a slave…. 
  
 
So likewise, a passionate attachment of one nation for another produces 
a variety of evils. Sympathy for the favorite nation, facilitating the illusion 
of an imaginary common interest in cases where no real common interest 
exists, and infusing into one the enmities of the other, betrays the former 
into a participation in the quarrels and wars of the latter without 
adequate inducement or justification. It leads also to concessions to the 
favorite nation of privileges denied to others which is apt doubly to injure 
the nation making the concessions; by unnecessarily parting with what 
ought to have been retained, and by exciting jealousy, ill-will, and a 
disposition to retaliate, in the parties from whom equal privileges are 
withheld. And it gives to ambitious, corrupted, or deluded citizens (who 
devote themselves to the favorite nation), facility to betray or sacrifice the 
interests of their own country, without odium, sometimes even with 
popularity; gilding, with the appearances of a virtuous sense of 
obligation, a commendable deference for public opinion, or a laudable 
zeal for public good, the base or foolish compliances of ambition, 
corruption, or infatuation. 
  
 
As avenues to foreign influence in innumerable ways, such attachments 
are particularly alarming to the truly enlightened and independent 
patriot. How many opportunities do they afford to tamper with domestic 
factions, to practice the arts of seduction, to mislead public opinion, to 
influence or awe the public councils. Such an attachment of a small or 



weak towards a great and powerful nation dooms the former to be the 
satellite of the latter. 
  
 
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…. 
  
 
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. 
  
 
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. 
  
 
Harmony, liberal intercourse with all nations, are recommended by policy, 
humanity, and interest. But even our commercial policy should hold an 
equal and impartial hand; neither seeking nor granting exclusive favors 
or preferences; consulting the natural course of things; diffusing and 
diversifying by gentle means the streams of commerce, but forcing 
nothing…. 


