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Under My Vine and Fig Tree: George Washington’s Resignation after Two Terms and Integrity 
 

• Compelling Question 
o How can the example of George Washington’s integrity inspire you to act with integrity in your life? 

• Virtue: Integrity 
• Definition – Integrity is personal consistency in moral goodness. 
• Lesson Overview 

o In this lesson, students will learn about the presidency of George Washington and how it was 
shaped by integrity. Through this example, students will learn how they can pursue integrity in 
their own lives. 

• Objectives 
o Students will analyze George Washington’s actions while the President of the United States 
o Students will understand how acting with integrity can affect their purpose and identity 
o Students will apply this knowledge to the pursuit of integrity in their own lives.  

• Background 
o In 1789, George Washington was inaugurated as the first president of the new nation after the 

Constitution had been ratified by state ratifying conventions in 1787 and 1788.  He was elected 
because the people and the Electoral College entrusted him with political power in the new republic 
because he had dramatically surrendered power back to the civilian Congress at the end of the 
Revolutionary War in 1783.  He reluctantly came out of his retirement in 1787 to serve at the 
Constitutional Convention to make “a more perfect Union.”  
 
Although Americans were united by republican political principles, they divided quickly in the new 
nation over specific policies and laws. Economic policy including the assumption of state debts by 
the national government, the National Bank, and taxes was one of the domestic policies that split 
the new government into political parties with the Federalists led by Alexander Hamilton 
supporting a more powerful central government and the Democratic-Republicans led by Thomas 
Jefferson more powerful states. The 1794 Whiskey Rebellion would pit the two sides against each 
other as they debated whether force should be used against the Whiskey Rebels.  
 
The debate over foreign policy was even fiercer with the Federalists aligning themselves generally 
with the British and the Democratic-Republicans with the French during the French Revolutionary 
and Napoleonic Wars of the 1790s and 1800s.  They split over whether Washington could issue a 
Proclamation of Neutrality, the furor over the visit of French Citizen Genet who sought to raise 
ships in America to fight the British, and over the Jay Treaty which failed to address British 
violations of American neutrality. 
 
All of the partisan contention concerned President George Washington gravely.  He had a 
reputation for integrity and unifying the country around republican principles. He was worried 
about the fate of the republic. He feared that the partisanship that was dividing the country would 
eventually tear it apart. As he debated whether to surrender power after the first term in 1792, he 
decided the country needed his leadership and selflessly decided to stay whatever his resolve to 
return to Mount Vernon.  In 1796, with his country still divided, he decided to retire because of the 
need to have others serve in a republic rather than have a monarchy. 

• Vocabulary 
o Inauguration 
o Electoral College 
o Partisan 
o Contention 
o Farewell address 
o Magnanimity 
o Precedents 
o Rooted 
o Harrowing 
o Lament 
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o Promulgated 
o Animosity 

• Introduce Text 
o Have students read the background and narrative, keeping the “Walk-In-The-Shoes” question in 

mind as they read. Then have them answer the remaining questions below. 
• Walk-In-The-Shoes Questions 

o As you read, imagine you are the protagonist.  
 What challenges are you facing?  
 What fears or concerns might you have?  
 What may prevent you from acting in the way you ought?  

• Observation Questions 
o Who was George Washington?  
o Why did Washington choose to retire instead of staying in office until his death? 
o What do George Washington’s actions say about his personal integrity?  

• Discussion Questions 
o Discuss the following questions with your students.  

 What is the historical context of the narrative? 
 What historical circumstances presented a challenge to the protagonist? 
 How and why did the individual exhibit a moral and/or civic virtue in facing and 

overcoming the challenge? 
 How did the exercise of the virtue benefit civil society? 
 How might exercise of the virtue benefit the protagonist? 
 What might the exercise of the virtue cost the protagonist? 
 Would you react the same under similar circumstances? Why or why not? 
 How can you act similarly in your own life? What obstacles must you overcome in order to 

do so? 
• Additional Resources 

o Allen, William B. George Washington: A Collection. Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1988.  
o Brookhiser, Richard. Founding Father: Rediscovering George Washington. New York: Free Press, 

1996.  
o Chernow, Ron. Washington: A Life. New York: Penguin, 2010.  
o Ellis, Joseph J. His Excellency: George Washington. New York: Knopf, 2004.  
o Johnson, Paul. George Washington: The Founding Father. New York: Harper Collins, 2005.  
o Knott, Stephen F. and Tony Williams. Washington and Hamilton: The Alliance that Forged America. 

Naperville: Sourcebooks, 2015.   
o Morrison, Jeffry H. The Political Philosophy of George Washington. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 2009.  
o Rhodehamel, John. George Washington: Writings. New York: Library of America, 1997.  
o Spalding, Matthew and Patrick J. Garrity. A Sacred Union of Citizens: George Washington’s Farewell 

Address. Lanham, MD: Rowman Littlefield, 1996.  
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Handout A: Under My Vine and Fig Tree: George Washington’s Resignation after Two Terms and Integrity 
 
Background 
 
In 1789, George Washington was inaugurated as the first president of the new nation after the Constitution had 
been ratified by state ratifying conventions in 1787 and 1788.  He was elected because the people and the Electoral 
College entrusted him with political power in the new republic because he had dramatically surrendered power 
back to the civilian Congress at the end of the Revolutionary War in 1783. He reluctantly came out of his retirement 
in 1787 to serve at the Constitutional Convention to make “a more perfect Union.”  
 
Although Americans were united by republican political principles, they divided quickly in the new nation over 
specific policies and laws. Economic policy including the assumption of state debts by the national government, the 
National Bank, and taxes was one of the domestic policies that split the new government into political parties with 
the Federalists led by Alexander Hamilton supporting a more powerful central government and the Democratic-
Republicans led by Thomas Jefferson more powerful states. The 1794 Whiskey Rebellion would pit the two sides 
against each other as they debated whether force should be used against the Whiskey Rebels.  
 
The debate over foreign policy was even fiercer with the Federalists aligning themselves generally with the British 
and the Democratic-Republicans with the French during the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars of the 
1790s and 1800s. They split over whether Washington could issue a Proclamation of Neutrality, the furor over the 
visit of French Citizen Genet who sought to raise ships in America to fight the British, and over the Jay Treaty which 
failed to address British violations of American neutrality.  
 
All of the partisan contention concerned President George Washington gravely.  He had a reputation for integrity 
and unifying the country around republican principles. He was worried about the fate of the republic. He feared 
that the partisanship that was dividing the country would eventually tear it apart. As he debated whether to 
surrender power after the first term in 1792, he decided the country needed his leadership and selflessly decided 
to stay whatever his resolve to return to Mount Vernon. In 1796, with his country still divided, he decided to retire 
because of the need to have others serve in a republic rather than have a monarchy.   
 
Narrative 
 
In the late spring of 1792, President George Washington sat down in Philadelphia to write a letter to 
Representative James Madison. He faced a momentous decision personally and for his country. As he wrote 
frequently during his famed retirement as the commander of the Continental Army in 1783, he ardently wished to 
finish the rest of his days “on the banks of the Potomac, and under the shadow of my own Vine and my own Fig 
tree, free from…the busy scenes of public life.” He again wished to resign after doing his duty for one term and 
allow another to serve, thereby supporting the principle of rotation in office.   
 
But, as he wrote to Madison, he feared that there could be “disagreeable consequences of retiring” because the 
young nation might still need his leadership. He was also deeply concerned about the rise of political parties that 
were dividing the country into separate camps. Nevertheless, Washington intended to retire and asked Madison to 
draft a farewell address for his retirement. Asking Madison, who had clearly joined the ranks of the opposition to 
Washington’s administration, was a measure of the president promoting unity through magnanimity.   
 
Washington was anxious that the country saw his as having an unselfish character that was motivated by the 
public good rather than his own ambitions. He feared that an announcement he was retiring would appear to be 
vain because “it may be construed into a Maneuver to be invited to remain.” On the other hand, he did not want to 
be elected and then “to decline afterwards.” Washington knew he was setting precedents for the republic and 
sought to have a lasting reputation for an upright character. Washington’s profound integrity in serving the 
republic and his willingness to surrender power was the reason the people entrusted him with that power in the 
first place both during the Revolutionary War and the first presidency. 
 
As the summer faded and the leaves started to fall, Washington felt increasing pressure to make a decision about 
whether he would continue in office. He wanted to retire but his own Cabinet and the government generally had 
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split into political parties, which he (and all other Founders) saw as rooted in ambition, self-interest, and faction 
rather than the public good. With a heavy heart and a more than a little anger, he composed letters to his Cabinet 
members to stop their in-fighting and quell their party spirit.   
 
Washington told Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson, “How unfortunate, and how much is it to be regretted then . . . 
that internal dissensions should be harrowing and tearing our vitals.” The president wished Jefferson and others to 
have “more charity” for other opinions and a sense of their own fallibility. He dressed down Alexander Hamilton, 
telling the Secretary of the Treasury that “differences in political opinions” are expected but should not lead to so 
much discord. “The Seeds of discontent, distrust, and irritations which are so plentifully sown,” could only weaken 
and destroy the republic, he told Attorney General Edmund Randolph.    
 
In the end, the desire to promote national unity and put the republic on the right footing compelled Washington to 
stay in office very reluctantly for four more years. He only yearned the more for the comforts of Mount Vernon but 
saw his presence as necessary. “To say that I feel pleasure from the prospect of commencing another tour of duty, 
would be a departure from the truth,” he told one correspondent. While he was honored by the “public 
approbation and confidence,” his decision to remain caused a “long and painful conflict in my own breast…It being 
my fixed determination to return to the walks of private life.” His integrity made him want to allow someone else to 
be elected president, while his integrity also made him stay in office for the good of the country.  His Second 
Inaugural reflected his feelings supporting a constitutional republic and was exactly two paragraphs long, speaking 
mostly of his commitment to his constitutional oath to “preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United 
States.”   
 
If anything, Washington’s second term was probably more divided politically than his first, which caused him to 
lament the disunity which he thought shrouded national politics in a gloomy future. Washington was now in his 
mid-sixties and did not think he would live much longer. He pined for Mount Vernon more than ever. He was going 
to retire from the presidency after two terms and did not even consider serving again. Other statesmen had to take 
up the mantle since American was a republic and not a monarchy. Surrendering power to the civilian government 
twice now was a mark of his incredible virtue and integrity.  Most others in history—Alexander the Great, Julius 
Caesar, Oliver Cromwell, Napoleon, Adolf Hitler, Joseph Stalin—ambitiously sought to amass power rather than 
give it up.   
 
In May, 1796, almost four years to the day in which he asked James Madison to pen a farewell address, Washington 
now sat down to write his confidant, Alexander Hamilton, who had retired back to New York to resume his legal 
practice, to write his farewell address. Interestingly, Washington purposefully sent Hamilton a copy of Madison’s 
farewell draft as an expression of reconciling the different partisan views in the country and promoting public 
unity. Washington understood that Thomas Jefferson and other opponents of the administration knew that 
Madison had written a farewell and knew its contents. He hoped they would be appeased by seeing their ideas 
being promulgated in the second farewell. By using the previous address written by someone who was political 
allies with “those characters who are now stronger, and foremost in the opposition to the Government” would see 
the evidence that Washington hoped to lessen partisanship. Washington laid out some general principles for 
Hamilton, who composed the draft, and then submitted it to the president for his approval.   
 
On September 19, George Washington’s Farewell Address appeared in the pages of the American Daily Advertiser 
rather than delivered as a speech. The address focused on national Union as an essential foundation for a lasting 
republic. Among the themes that endorsed this principle, Washington warned of the “baneful effects of the Spirit of 
Party.” He averred that the “spirit of revenge natural to party dissention…is itself a frightful despotism.” Parties 
threatened “the ruins of Public Liberty” because “it agitates the Community with ill-founded jealousies and false 
alarms, kindles the animosity of one part against the other.”   
 
After a quarter century of public service during the Revolutionary War, the Constitutional Convention, and the first 
presidency, George Washington finally retired to his beloved Mount Vernon with his dear wife Martha. He had 
successfully won a war and created a republic based upon his virtuous character. He had not ended the political 
parties which he thought were antithetical to national unity, but his example of serving the republic and then 
retiring from office would help unify the country and set the model of integrity in republican office-holding.   
 


