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Presidents’ Day

President George Washington’s Farewell Address (1796)
On September 19, 1796, George Washington’s Farewell Address was published. It echoed John Adams’s argument 
that “Our constitution was made only for a moral and religious people.” Washington’s address was originally 
drafted for Washington in 1792 by James Madison. However, Washington decided to seek a second term as 
president and did not use the material. In 1796, deciding not to seek a third term, Washinton revised Madison’s 
first draft with assistance from Alexander Hamilton. The address served both to inform the nation that he would 
not seek a third term as president and to warn the American public of the potential hazards that faced the nation.

Washington reminded Americans of the importance of unity in maintaining a stable government and allowing the  
United States to remain peaceful and independent:

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.

Washington also reminded Americans that they were 
indeed just that: Americans. He emphasized that 
American identity was more important than local 
identity. American identity could help unite the nation:

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.

To further support the idea of unity within 
the nation, Washington warned of the 
dangers of political parties, or factions.

[The spirit of party] 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.

Although Washington recognized that political parties could act as a check on power, 
he believed their costs outweighed their benefits. He thought parties were likely
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. . . 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.

Washington was particularly concerned about rising tensions between the Democratic-
Republicans and the Federalists, which first occurred during his presidency.

Washington’s concerns about the future of the United States also extended to the nation’s  
foreign relations. He thought it best for the country “to steer clear of permanent alliances  
with any portion of the foreign world,” as the costs of war and foreign influence would  
be damaging.

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.

This does not mean that Washington believed the country should isolate itself.  
Washington supported the United States honoring its existing treaties. He argued  
that temporary alliances were sometimes necessary:

Taking care always to keep ourselves by suitable establishments on a respectable  
defensive posture, we may safely trust to temporary alliances for extraordinary  
emergencies.

Ultimately, he believed the best way for the United States to maintain its relations with  
foreign nations was through trade:

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.

Although the presidents that followed George Washington may not have followed 
his advice, his Farewell Address remains an important document in American 
history. The accuracy of his predictions about the role of political parties continues 
to be debated. His arguments influenced foreign relations through the nineteenth 
century, and the United States did not enter into a permanent military alliance 
until it joined the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in 1949.

Farewell Address by President George Washington, printed September 19, 1796.
Entire Selection: http://www.mountvernon.org/education/primary-sources-2/article/washingtons-farewell-address-1796/L
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EXPLORE MORE PRIMARY SOURCES:

This activity is part of a complete lesson available online to TCI users in History Alive! Pursuing American Ideals, 
Lesson 8, Changes in a Young Nation. More primary source activities are available online at www.teachtci.com.

Reflect:

1. Why did George Washington emphasize ideas about unity and American identity in his  
Farewell Address?

2. Why did George Washington think political parties would undermine the stability and unity of  
the country? 

3. In his Farewell Address, George Washington warned about issues related to American identity and 
unity, political parties and foreign relations. Select one aspect of Washington’s speech and identify 
a related passage. Then make an argument about what we have (or have not) learned from it. 

4. Write at least one cost of the two party system that Washington states in his address.

5. Write at least one benefit of maintaining foreign relations that Washington states in his address.
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