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George Washington
“Farewell Address” (1796)

Washington delivered the following address at a precarious moment in American political 
history: many citizens wondered whether he would seek a third term or an even longer reign of 
power (which he rejects at the beginning of this speech) and many observed his Administration 
was being torn apart by political divisions. His words thus reflect this political moment and look 
ahead to America’s political future. 

[A] solicitude for your welfare, which cannot end but with my life, and the apprehension of 
danger, natural to that solicitude, urge me, on an occasion like the present, to offer to your 
solemn contemplation, and to recommend to your frequent review, some sentiments which are 
the result of much reflection, of no inconsiderable observation, and which appear to me all-
important to the permanency of your felicity as a people. …

The unity of government which 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; that you should cherish a cordial, 
habitual, and immovable attachment to it; accustoming yourselves to think and speak of it as of 
the palladium of your political safety and prosperity; watching for its preservation with jealous 
anxiety; discountenancing whatever may suggest even a suspicion that it can in any event be 
abandoned; and indignantly frowning upon the first dawning of every attempt to alienate any 
portion of our country from the rest, or to enfeeble the sacred ties which now link together the 
various parts. 

For this you have every inducement of sympathy and interest. 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 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. …

These considerations speak a persuasive language to every reflecting and virtuous mind, and 
exhibit the continuance of the Union as a primary object of patriotic desire. Is there a doubt 
whether a common government can embrace so large a sphere? Let experience solve it. To listen 
to mere speculation in such a case were criminal. We are authorized to hope that a proper 
organization of the whole with the auxiliary agency of governments for the respective 
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subdivisions, will afford a happy issue to the experiment. 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. 

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. …

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. …

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. …

It is important, likewise, that the habits of thinking in a free country should inspire caution in 
those entrusted with its administration, to confine themselves within their respective 
constitutional spheres, avoiding in the exercise of the powers of one department to encroach 
upon another. The spirit of encroachment tends to consolidate the powers of all the departments 
in one, and thus to create, whatever the form of government, a real despotism. A just estimate of 
that love of power, and proneness to abuse it, which predominates in the human heart, is 
sufficient to satisfy us of the truth of this position. The necessity of reciprocal checks in the 
exercise of political power, by dividing and distributing it into different depositaries, and 
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constituting each the guardian of the public weal against invasions by the others, has been 
evinced by experiments ancient and modern; some of them in our country and under our own 
eyes. To preserve them must be as necessary as to institute them. If, in the opinion of the people, 
the distribution or modification of the constitutional powers be in any particular wrong, let it be 
corrected by an amendment in the way which the Constitution designates. But let there be no 
change by usurpation; for though this, in one instance, may be the instrument of good, it is the 
customary weapon by which free governments are destroyed. The precedent must always greatly 
overbalance in permanent evil any partial or transient benefit, which the use can at any time 
yield. 

Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity, religion and morality are 
indispensable supports. In vain would that man claim the tribute of patriotism, who should labor 
to subvert these great pillars of human happiness, these firmest props of the duties of men and 
citizens. The mere politician, equally with the pious man, ought to respect and to cherish them. A 
volume could not trace all their connections with private and public felicity. Let it simply be 
asked: Where is the security for property, for reputation, for life, if the sense of religious 
obligation desert the oaths which are the instruments of investigation in courts of justice? And let 
us with caution indulge the supposition that morality can be maintained without religion. 
Whatever may be conceded to the influence of refined education on minds of peculiar structure, 
reason and experience both forbid us to expect that national morality can prevail in exclusion of 
religious principle….

Observe good faith and justice towards 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?

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 towards all should be cultivated. The nation 
which indulges towards another a habitual hatred or a 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 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…. It is our 
true policy to steer clear of permanent alliances with any portion of the foreign world…. 
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In offering to you, my countrymen, these counsels of an old and affectionate friend, I … may 
even flatter myself that they may be productive of some partial benefit, some occasional good; 
that they may now and then recur to moderate the fury of party spirit, to warn against the 
mischiefs of foreign intrigue, to guard against the impostures of pretended patriotism…. 

Relying on its kindness in this as in other things, and actuated by that fervent love towards it, 
which is so natural to a man who views in it the native soil of himself and his progenitors for 
several generations, I anticipate with pleasing expectation that retreat in which I promise myself 
to realize, without alloy, the sweet enjoyment of partaking, in the midst of my fellow-citizens, 
the benign influence of good laws under a free government, the ever-favorite object of my heart, 
and the happy reward, as I trust, of our mutual cares, labors, and dangers.

Source: The Avalon Project—Yale Law School/Lillian Goldman Law Library
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/washing.asp (accessed 2/12/17)
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