Washington's Farewell Address 1796

1796
Friends and Citizens:

The period for a new election of a citizen to administer the executive government of the United States being not
far distant, and the time actually arrived when your thoughts must be employed in designating the person who is
to be clothed with that important trust, it appears to me proper, especially as it may conduce to a more distinct
expression of the public voice, that | should now apprise you of the resolution I have formed, to decline being
considered among the number of those out of whom a choice is to be made...

Interwoven as is the love of liberty with every ligament of your hearts, no recommendation of mine is necessary
to fortify or confirm the attachment.

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....

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. Hence, likewise, they will 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....

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.... Will they not henceforth be deaf to
those advisers, if such there are, who would sever them from their brethren and connect them with aliens?

To the efficacy and permanency of your Union, a government for the whole is indispensable. No alliance,
however strict, between the parts can be an adequate substitute; they must inevitably experience the infractions
and interruptions which all alliances in all times have experienced. 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.... 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....

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.
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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, foments
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.

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.... 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....

As a very important source of strength and security, cherish public credit.... To facilitate to them the
performance of their duty, it is essential that you should practically bear in mind that towards the payment of
debts there must be revenue; that to have revenue there must be taxes; that no taxes can be devised which are
not more or less inconvenient and unpleasant; that the intrinsic embarrassment, inseparable from the selection of
the proper objects (which is always a choice of difficulties), ought to be a decisive motive for a candid
construction of the conduct of the government in making it, and for a spirit of acquiescence in the measures for
obtaining revenue, which the public exigencies may at any time dictate....

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. Antipathy in one nation against another
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disposes each more readily to offer insult and injury, to lay hold of slight causes of umbrage, and to be haughty
and intractable, when accidental or trifling occasions of dispute occur. Hence, frequent collisions, obstinate,
envenomed, and bloody contests. ... The peace often, sometimes perhaps the liberty, of nations, has been the
victim.

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. 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. ...

It is our true policy to steer clear of permanent alliances with any portion of the foreign world; so far, | 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. | 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; establishing (with powers so disposed, in order to give trade a stable course, to
define the rights of our merchants, and to enable the government to support them)...

In relation to the still subsisting war in Europe, my proclamation of the twenty-second of April, 1793, is the
index of my plan. Sanctioned by your approving voice, and by that of your representatives in both houses of
Congress, the spirit of that measure has continually governed me, uninfluenced by any attempts to deter or
divert me from it.

After deliberate examination, with the aid of the best lights I could obtain, | was well satisfied that our country,
under all the circumstances of the case, had a right to take, and was bound in duty and interest to take, a neutral
position. Having taken it, | determined, as far as should depend upon me, to maintain it, with moderation,
perseverance, and firmness....



