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OVERVIEW
George Washington retired from public office at the end of his second term as president. In
his final speech in 1796, he summarized his views on political parties and foreign
attachments. Key parts of the speech are excerpted here.
GUIDED READING As you read, consider the following questions:
• What reasons does Washington give for avoiding the development of political parties?
• What arguments does Washington offer for avoiding foreign attachments?

T

he 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 tranquillity 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 alientate any portion of our country from the rest or to
enfeeble the sacred ties which now link together the various parts. . . .
To the efficacy and permanency of your union a government for the whole
is indispensable. No alliances, 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.
This Government, the offspring of our own choice, uninfluenced and unawed,
adopted upon full investigation and mature deliberation, completely free in its
principles, in the distribution of its powers, uniting security with energy, and
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containing within itself a provision for its own amendment, has a just claim to
your confidence and your support. 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 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.
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.
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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 passion. Thus the policy and the will of one country are subjected to the
policy and will of another. . . .
Observe good faith and justice toward all nations. Cultivate peace and
harmony with all. . . .
. . . 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. 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. . . .
. . . 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. . . .
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. . . .
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 no 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. . . .
In relation to the still subsisting war in Europe my proclamation of the
22d of April, 1793, is the index to my plan. Sanctioned by your approving
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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,
I 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, I determined as far as should depend upon me to
maintain it with moderation, perseverance, and firmness. . . .
The duty of holding a neutral conduct may be inferred, without anything
more, from the obligation which justice and humanity impose on every
nation, in cases in which it is free to act, to maintain inviolate the relations of
peace and amity toward other nations.
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