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George Washington dedicated most of his adult life — as Commander-in-Chief of the Continental Army, as President of the 

Constitutional Convention in 1787, and as the first President of the United States — to public service for the preservation of liberty, 

independence, republican government, and the Union. In what was then one of the rarest and most remarkable acts of human history, 

Washington voluntarily gave up the power with which the people had entrusted him not once, but twice, earning him a reputation as 

the “American Cincinnatus.” Near the end of Washington’s second term in office, as he announced his plan to return to life as a 

private citizen, he offered sage advice to “friends and fellow citizens” on what was necessary to preserve the great work of free self-

government Americans had started. 

 

George Washington’s Farewell Address, Sept. 19, 1796 
 

Excerpts: 

Friends, and Fellow-Citizens: 

 

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. … 

 

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 councils, and joint efforts; of common dangers, sufferings and 

successes. 

 

In contemplating the causes wch. 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 endeavour 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 heart burnings 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, controul, counteract, or awe the regular deliberation and action of the Constituted authorities, are 

distructive 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 

enterprizing 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 councils and modefied 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. … 

 

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 inseperable 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, controuled, or repressed; but, in those of the popular 

form it is seen in its greatest rankness and is truly their worst enemy. 
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The alternate domination of one faction over another, sharpened by the spirit of revenge natural to party dissention, 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. 

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 find 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. … 

 

Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity, Religion and morality are indispensable supports. … 

The mere Politician, equally with the pious man ought to respect and to cherish them. … 

 

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. … 

 

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? 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. Who can doubt that in the course of time and things the fruits of such a plan would 

richly repay any temporary advantages wch. might be lost by a steady adherence to it? Can it be, that Providence has not 

connected the permanent felicity of a Nation with its virtue? The experiment, at least, is recommended by every sentiment 

which ennobles human Nature. Alas! is it rendered impossible by its vices? 

 

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 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. Antipathy in one Nation against another, 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. … 

 

So, likewise, a passionate attachment of one Nation for another produces a variety of evils. Sympathy for the favourite 

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 favourite Nation of priviledges 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 eql. priviledges are 

withheld: And it gives to ambitious, corrupted, or deluded citizens (who devote themselves to the favourite Nation) 

facility to betray, or sacrifice the interests of their own country, without odium, sometimes even with popularity … 

 

Against the insidious wiles of foreign influence … 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. So far as we have already formed engagements let them be fulfilled, with perfect 

good faith. Here let us stop. … 

’Tis 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 patronising infidelity to existing engagements (I hold the 
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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 respectably defensive posture, we may safely trust 

to temporary alliances for extraordinary emergencies. … 

With me, a predominant motive has been to endeavour to gain time to our country to settle and mature its yet recent 

institutions, and to progress without interruption, to that degree of strength and consistency, which is necessary to give it, 

humanly speaking, the command of its own fortunes. … 

 

Relying on its kindness in this as in other things, and actuated by that fervent love toward 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 favourite object of my heart, 

and the happy reward, as I trust, of our mutual cares, labours, and dangers. 

 

Identify and explain the following elements within this document: 

 

Historical Context –  

 

 

Intended Audience –  

 

 

Purpose –  

 

 

Point of View – 

 

 

Questions – Answer in blue or black pen and in complete sentences: 

 

1. Why does Washington urge dedication by his fellow citizens to their government and each other? 

 

 

 

 

2. What might cause the “spirit of party” to arise in the United States and why should it be avoided? 

 

 

 

 

3. What advice does Washington offer for how the United States should deal with other nations? 

 

 

 

 

4. Which parts of Washington’s Farewell Address are most relevant to the issues of the present?  Why? 
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