
President George Washington's Farewell Address, September 19, 1796. 
[Abridged] 

 
Washington dedicated most of his adult life to public service for the preservation of liberty, 
independence, republican government, and the Union. After announcing his resolve not to run for 
a third term as president, Washington proceeded to advise his countrymen of what he felt were 
the best ways to retain their national unity. The letter, parts of which had been drafted by 
Madison and Hamilton–who were now on opposite sides of a growing factional divide–shows 
Washington’s concern to forestall dissensions that could weaken the young nation before it gained 
the prosperity and maturity to endure. For years, Washington’s character-driven leadership had 
helped to unite diverse views in a common purpose. Yet Washington understood that a critical 
early milestone for the new nation would be the peaceful transfer of executive power. 
 
On Being an American 
 
. . . Citizens by birth or choice of a common country, that country has a right to concentrate your 
affections.   The name of American, which belongs to you in your national capacity, must always exalt 
the just pride of patriotism more than any appellation [name] derived from local discriminations 
[distinctions]. 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 councils and joint efforts, of common dangers, sufferings, 
and successes. 
 
On Political Parties and “Factions” 
 
In contemplating the causes which may disturb our Union, it occurs as a matter of serious concern, 
that any ground should have been furnished for characterizing parties by geographical discriminations 
[distinctions]— Northern and Southern, Atlantic and Western—whence designing [scheming] men 
may endeavor to excite a belief that there is a real difference of local interests and views. One of the 
expedients [means to an end] of party to acquire influence within particular districts [parts of the 
country] is to misrepresent the opinions and aims of other districts. You cannot shield yourselves too 
much against the jealousies and heartburnings [resentments] which spring from these 
misrepresentations; they tend to render alien [make foreign] to each other those who ought to be 
bound together by fraternal [brotherly] affection. . . . 
 
…[The spirit of party] serves always to distract the public councils and enfeeble [weaken] the public 
administration. It agitates the community with ill-founded jealousies and false alarms; kindles the 
animosity [hatred] of one part against another; foments [stirs up] occasionally riot and insurrection. It 
opens the door to foreign influence and corruption, which find a facilitated [easy] access to the 
government itself through the channels of party passion. . . . 
 
…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….  
 
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… The disorders and miseries which result gradually incline the minds of 
men to seek security and repose in the absolute power of an individual …. 
 
Promote then, as an object of primary importance, institutions for the general diffusion of knowledge. 
In proportion as the structure of a government gives force to public opinion, it is essential that public 
opinion should be enlightened. …”  
 
As a very important source of strength and security, cherish public credit. One method of preserving it 
is to use it as sparingly as possible, avoiding occasions of expense by cultivating peace, but 
remembering also that timely disbursements to prepare for danger frequently prevent much greater 



disbursements to repel it, avoiding likewise the accumulation of debt, not only by shunning occasions 
of expense, but by vigorous exertion in time of peace to discharge the debts which unavoidable wars 
may have occasioned, not ungenerously throwing upon posterity the burden which we ourselves ought 
to bear.… 
 
On Foreign Policy 
Observe good faith and justice toward all nations. Cultivate peace and harmony with all. Religion and 
morality enjoin this conduct. And can it be that good policy does not equally enjoin it? It will be worthy 
of a free, enlightened, and, at no distant period, a great nation to give to mankind the magnanimous 
and too novel example of a people always guided by an exalted justice and benevolence. . . . 
 
In the execution of such a plan nothing is more essential than that permanent, inveterate antipathies 
against particular nations and passionate attachments for others should be excluded, and that, in place 
of them just and amicable feelings toward all should be cultivated. The nation which indulges toward 
another an habitual hatred or an habitual fondness is in some degree a slave. It is a slave to its 
animosity or to its affection either of which is sufficient to lead it astray from its duty and its interest. . .  
 
The nation prompted by ill will and resentment sometimes impels to war the government, contrary to 
the best calculations of policy. The government sometimes participates in the national propensity, and 
adopts through passion what reason would reject. . . . 
 
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. . . . 
 
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 toward 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 relation, 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 no, 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 of less applicable to public than to private affairs 
that honesty is always the best policy. I repeat, 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 an impartial hand, neither seeking nor granting 
exclusive favors or preference; …constantly keeping in view that it is folly in one nation to look for 
disinterested favors from another; that it must pay with a portion of its independence for whatever it 
may accept under that character; that by such acceptance it may place itself in the condition of having 
given equivalents for nominal favors, and yet of being reproached with ingratitude for not giving more. 
There can be no greater error than to expect or calculate upon real favors from nation to nation. It is an 
illusion which experience must cure, which a just pride ought to discard. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Name: ___________________________________Period: _________ 
 

President George Washington's Farewell Address, September 19, 1796. 
 

Question Guide: 
 
1. Why did George Washington feel that citizens should give their loyalty to the nation as a whole? 
 
 
 
 
 
2.  What does President Washington see as dangers to the success of a newly formed United States of 
America? Cite excerpts from the text to illustrate your point. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.  How did Washington feel about loyalty to state and local areas compared to loyalty to the nation? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4.  What did Washington think about political parties? Why did he feel this way? 

 
 
 
 
 

5.  What arguments does Washington use to support his statement that the government is the “main 
pillar” of independence? Why does he see this as so important and how can it be protected? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6.  Why did Washington feel differently about foreign trade than foreign alliances? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7.  Washington writes that in foreign policy “Our detached and distant situation invites and enables us 
to pursue a different course.” What course of action is he arguing that the nation should take? Explain! 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Directions: Using at least three pieces of evidences from the Farewell Address, construct an argument 
related to the following question:  

Given US foreign policy actions in the world today following the 9/11/2001 attacks, 
and the permanent US alliance with NATO, do you think George Washington, if he 
were alive today (which would be creepy), would approve or be critical? Explain. 

(If you are completely lost regarding this prompt, read this: http://www.ushistory.org/gov/11a.asp) 
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