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The Experiment of the
American People
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Fellow-Citizens of the Senate and of the House of Representa-
tives:

Among the vicissitudes® incident to life no event could have
filled me with greater anxieties than that of which the notification
was transmitted by your order, and received on the 14th day of
the present month. On the one hand, I was summoned by my
country, whose voice I can never hear but with veneration® and
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love, from a retreat which I had chosen with the fondest predilec-
tion, and, in my ﬂat£ering hopes, with an immutable decision,
as the asylum of my declining years—a retreat which was ren-
dered every day more necessary as well as more dear to me by the
addition of habit to inclination, and of frequent interruptions in
my health to the gradual waste committed on it by time. On the
other hand, the magnitude and difficulty of the trust to which
the voice of my country called me, being sufficient to awaken in
the wisest and most experienced of her citizens a distrustful
scrutiny into his qualifications, could not but overwhelm with de-
spondence one who, inheriting inferior endowments® from na-
ture and unpracticed in the duties of civil administration, ought to
be peculiarly conscious of his own deficienci&. In this conflict of
emotions all I dare aver® is that it has been my faithful study to
collect my duty from a just appreciation of every circumstance by
which it might be affected. All I dare hope is that if, in execut-
ing this task, T have been too much swayed by a grateful remem-
brance of former instances, or by an affectionate sensibility to
this transcendent proof of the confidence of my fellow-citizens,
and have thence too little consulted my incapacity as well as disin-
clination for the weighty and untried cares before me, my error
will be palliated by the motives which mislead me, and its conse-
quences be judged by my country with some share of the partiali-
ty in which they originated.

Such being the impressions under which I have, in obedience
to the public summons, repaired to the present station, it would
be peculiarly improper to omit in this first official act my fervent
supplications to that Almighty Being who rules over the universe,
who presides in the councils of nations, and whose providential

® endowment: F} fiE, K ¥%;inferior endowment, i35 H C XY Bbl.
® aver: BT, X3k.

.2.



aids can supply every human defect, that His benediction may
consecrate to the liberties and happiness of the people of the Unit-
ed States a Government instituted by themselves for these essen-
tial purposes, and may enable every instrument employed in its
administration to execute with success the functions allotted to his
charge. In tendering this homage® to the Great Author of every
public and private good, 1 assure myself that it expresses your
sentiments not less than my own, nor those of my fellow-citizens
at large less than either. No people can be bound to acknowledge
and adore the Invisible Hand which conducts the affairs of men
more than those of the United States. Every step by which they
have advanced to the character of an independent nation seems to
have been distinguished by some token of providential agency;
and in the important revolution just accomplished in the system of
their united government® the tranquil deliberations and voluntary
consent of so many distinct communities from which the event
has resulted can not be compared with the means by which most
governments have been established without some return of pious
gratitude, along with an humble anticibation of the future bless-
ings which the past seem to presage. These reflections, arising
out of the present crisis, have forced themselves too strongly on
my mind to be suppressed. You will join with me, I trust, in
thinking that there are none under the influence of which the
proceedings of a new and free government can more auspiciously
commence.

By the article establishing the executive departmienp it is
made the duty of the President “to recommend to your considera-
tion such measures as he shall judge necessary and expedient. ”®
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The circumstances under which I now meet you will acquit me
from entering into that subject further than to refer to the great
constitutional charter under which you are assembled, and
which, in defining your powers, designates the objects to which
your attention is to be given. It will be more consistent with
those circumstances, and far more congenial with the feelings
which actuate me, to substitute, in place of a recommendation of
particular measures, the tribute that is due to the talents, the
rectitude, and the patriotism which adorn the characters selected
to devise and adopt them. In these honorable qualifications I be-
hold the surest pledges that as on one side no local prejudices or
attachments, no separate views nor party animosities, will misdi-
rect the comprehensive and equal eye which ought to watch over
this great assemblage of communities and interests, so, on anoth-
er, that the foundation of our national policy will be laid in the
pure and immutable principles of private morality, and the pre-
eminence of free government be exemplified by all the attributes
which can win the affections of its citizens and command the re-
spect of the world. 1 dwell on this prospect with every satisfac-
tion which an ardent love for my country can inspire, since there
is no truth more thoroughly established than that there exists in
the economy and course of nature an indissoluble union between
virtue and happiness; between duty and advantage; between the
genuine maxims® of an honest and magnanimous policy and the
solid rewards of public prosperity and felicity; since we ought to
be ndlless persuaded that the propitious smiles of Heaven can nev-
er be expected on a nation that disregards the eternal rules of or-
der and right which Heaven itself has ordained; and since the
preservation of the sacred fire of liberty and the destiny of the re-
publican model of government are justly considered, perhaps, as
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deeply, as finally, staked on the experiment intrusted to the
hands of the American people.

Having thus imparted to you my sentiments as they have
been awakened by the occasion which brings us together, I shall’
take my present leave; but not without resorting once more to
the benign Parent of the Human Race in humble supplication
that, since He has been pleased to favor the American people
with opportunities for deliberating in perfect tranquillity , and dis-
positions for deciding with unparalleled unanimity on a form of
government for the sec{.trity of their union and the advancement
of their happiness, so His divine blessing may be equally cons picz-
ous in the enlarged views, the temperate consultations, and the
wise measures on which the success of this Government must de-

pend.
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Farewell Address®
George Washington
September 17, 1796
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Friends and fellow-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 em-
ployed 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 I
should now apprise you of the resolution 1 have formed, to de-
cline being considered among the number of those out of whom a
choice is to be made.

Here, perhaps, 1 ought to stop. But a solicitude for your
welfare, which cannot end but with my life, and the apprehen-
sion of danger, natural to that solicitude, urge me, on an occa-
sion 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 observa-
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tion, 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 tranquilli-
ty at home, your peace abroad, of your safety, of your prosperi-
ty, 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 inter-
nal 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 at-
tachment 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 what-
ever may suggest even a suspicion that it can in any event be a-
bandoned; 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.

In contemplating the causes which may disturb our union, it
occurs, as a matter of serious concern, that any ground should
have been furnished {or characterizing parties by geographical dis-
criminations—Northern and Southern, Atlantic and Western—
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whence designing men may endeavor to excite a belief that there
is a real difference of local interests and views. One of the expedi-
ents 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-burn-
ings which spring from these misrepresentations; they tend to
render alien to each other those who ought to be bound together
by fraternal affection.

There is an opinion, that parties, in free countries, are use-
ful 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, pa-
triotism may look with indulgence, if not with favor, upon the
spirit of party. But in those of popular character, in governments
purely elective, it is a spirit not to be encouraged.

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 con-
stitutional spheres, avoiding. In the exercise of the powers of one
department, to encroach upon another. The spirit of encroach-
ment 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 predominate in the human heart, is sufficient
to satisfy us of the truth of this position. The necessity of recip-
rocal checks in the exercise of political power, by dividing and
distributing it into different depositaries, and constituting each
the guardian of the public weal against invasion by the other, has

been evinced by experiments ancient and modern: some of them
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in our country, and under our own eyes. To preserve them must
be as necessary as to institute them.

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 im-
plicate ourselves, by artificial ties, in the ordinary vicissitudes of
her politics, or the ordinary combinations and collisions of her
friendships and enmities.

Our detached and distant situation invites and enables us to
pursue a different course. If we remain one people, under an effi-
cient government, the period is not far off when we may defy
material injury from external annoyance; when we may take such
an attitude as will cause that neutralit); we may at any time re-
solve upon, to be scrupulously respected; when belligerent na-
tions, under the impossibility of making acquisitions upon us,
will not lightly hazard the giving us provocation; when we may
choose peace or war, as our interest, guided by justice, shall
counsel.

Why forego the advantages of so peculiar a situation? Why
quit our own, to stand upon foreign ground? Why, by interweav-
ing our destiny with that of any part of Europe, entangle our
peace and prosperity in the toils of European ambition, rivalship,
interest, humor, or caprice?

*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 pa-
tronizing infidelity to existing engagements. I hold the maximum
no less applicable to public than to private affairs, that honesty is
always the best policy. I repeat it, therefore, let those engage-
ments be observed in their genuine sense. But, in my opinion, it

-



is unnecessary, and would be unwise, to extend them.

In offering to you, my countrymen, these counsels of an old
and affectionate friend, I dare not hope they will make the strong
and lasting impression I could wish; that they will control the
usual current of the passions, or prevent our nation from running
the course which has hitherto marked the destiny of nations!
But, if 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 a-
gainst the mischiefs of foreign intrigues; to guard against the im-
postures of pretended patriotism; this hope will be a full recom-
pense for the solicitude for your welfare, by which they have
been dictated.
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