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GEORGE WASHINGTON, THE 
FAREWELL ADDRESS, AND 
CHALLENGE OF NATIONAL UNITY 
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George Washington’s Farewell Address sets a path that we are, in many ways, still following 
as a nation. What can students do to set a path in their community? 

LEVEL: 
High School and College  

TIMEFRAME: 
Approximately one class session 

STANDARDS:
· Civics 
· Civics Agency 
· Reading 

 

· Primary Source Analysis 
· Leadership 

 
 

EAD THEME:                                                                  

Civic Participation (Theme 1) 

QUESTIONS: 
· How does George Washington depict his relationship with the United States? 
· What responsibilities does he feel he has toward the country and other Americans? 
· What role can an individual play to influence the larger questions that a community or 

country cares about? 

OBJECTIVES: 
· Students will understand and analyze an excerpt from George Washington’s “Farewell 

Address,” with a focus on the themes of divisiveness and national unity;  
· Students will compare Washington’s perception of the early U.S. to today’s perceptions and 

apply their understanding of history to our current context; 
· Students will create their own “address” in order to explore the civic themes raised by 

Washington as they relate to the students’ own communities. 
 

PLAN: 
Engage: 

• Tell the students to imagine a community that they are part of and in which they play 
an important role.  

https://www.educatingforamericandemocracy.org/the-roadmap/7themes/
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o This could be their family or a friend group; a school club or activity outside 
of school; a religious group; a virtual community they are part of online; their 
town or city, or even their state or the country.  

o It should be a community that they care about and want to support through 
their civic participation in some way. 

Explore: 

• Explain that George Washington delivered his “Farewell Address” to a community 
that he had a major influence on as president, and which he continued to care a lot 
about: the United States.  

o In this excerpt, he mentions the role that both he and other Americans played 
in supporting the country, the challenges it has faced, and what he hopes will 
guide the country in the future.  

o Although revered by many, he had opponents, and not every reader or listener 
would have automatically accepted what he said.  

Explain/Evaluate: 

• With Washington’s “Farewell Address” in mind, students will write an “Address” to 
their chosen community that captures: 

o Their feelings and impressions about participating in the community and 
working with other community members 

o Their appraisal of the challenges that the community has faced and needs to 
overcome 

o Their guidance for how the community should conduct itself going forward 

o Their vision for what the community can offer to others and to the world in 
general 

• As each student writes their “Address,” they should keep a few other questions in 
mind: 

o Who makes up the community they are writing for?  

o Is it possible that some members of this community might disagree with or 
object to some of their comments?  

 If so, is there a way to take their civic disagreement seriously and to 
respond to it in a constructive way? 
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• They should write in the form and style of whatever medium makes the most sense for 
communicating with their community.  

o For instance, if Twitter or Instagram is most fitting, they should write this as a 
series of tweets or posts, including hashtags.  

 If an email or a letter makes more sense, they should adopt a more 
formal approach.  

 If a GIF, a poster, a webpage, or something else would work best, go 
with that.  

o It’s up to them to figure what the best way to address and connect with their 
community.  

Extend: 
• George Washington uses a range of interesting turns of phrase that are not common 

today.  

o As an added challenge, students could choose three to five of these phrases to 
work into their address. The phrases should have the same general meaning as 
they did for Washington, but students can use them to make their own 
observations or arguments. 

• Students can read more about and reflect on the Senate tradition of reading the 
Farewell Address out loud, which has been performed each year since 1862.  

o Since 1900, most of the appointed speakers have left a note in a leather-bound 
book with their name and a brief reflection on what the Address means. 
Students could discuss this ritual and view the available recordings of the 
speech, as well as compare and contrast the notes that the speakers have left 
over time.  

o What note would the student write in the book if they had a chance to deliver 
the annual Address to the Senate? 

 
 
OTHER RESOURCES 
https://www.mountvernon.org/education/primary-sources-2/article/washington-s-farewell-
address-1796/  

https://www.mountvernon.org/library/george-washingtons-farewell-address/ 

 

https://www.senate.gov/artandhistory/history/minute/Washingtons_Farewell_Address.htm
https://www.senate.gov/artandhistory/history/minute/Washingtons_Farewell_Address.htm
https://www.mountvernon.org/education/primary-sources-2/article/washington-s-farewell-address-1796/
https://www.mountvernon.org/education/primary-sources-2/article/washington-s-farewell-address-1796/
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/george-washingtons-farewell-address/
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George Washington’s “Farewell Address” was published in a Philadelphian newspaper in 
1796. At the time, Philadelphia was the temporary capital of the nation. This was a period in 
history when important documents, like the “Farwell Address,” went viral, being printed and 
reprinted in numerous other publications. Reading a newspaper was rarely a solitary pastime; 
people read the “Farewell Address” out loud in postal offices, pubs, and public streets. In a 
time before radio, television, and the internet, the president could still reach a mass audience 
of Americans with important information like this. For many who read or heard this Address, 
Washington symbolized the colonies’ success in the Revolution, their emergence as an 
independent country, and their ideals as a nation. 

 

As his second four-year term in office was winding down, Washington used the press to tell 
the American people that he would not be seeking a third term as president. This was a big 
deal; typically, national leaders did not voluntarily step down from the heights of power. 
Washington’s self-imposed two-term limit set an important precedent for nearly all future 
presidents (until the 22nd Amendment to the Constitution, ratified in 1951, made it mandatory). 
The Farewell Address was a political document that aimed to serve the interests of 
Washington’s policies.  But it was also a personal statement about Washington’s relationship 
with the people, an argument about the nation’s ideals, and a call to action for how people 
should lead their civic lives. 

 

Washington issued this Address at a critical moment. He wanted to address deeper civic 
questions related to civic participation, the national community, and the place of the U.S. in 
the world. Although the U.S. actively conquered native lands, challenged the influence of 
European empires in North America, and expanded agriculture through enslaved laborers, the 
country seemed remarkably fragile to Washington and many other Americans. He believed 
that internal divisions and external threats could tear the country apart. In his address, 
Washington discusses his own sense of responsibility toward the nation, the challenges that 
have threatened national unity, and hope for the future. 



 
PRIMARY SOURCE 
GEORGE WASHINGTON, THE FAREWELL ADDRESS, AND CHALLENGE OF NATIONAL UNITY 

 
EXCERPTS FROM GEORGE WASHINGTON, “FAREWELL ADDRESS,” 16 SEPTEMBER 1796 

 

1 In looking forward to the moment which is intended to terminate the career of my public life, my  
2 feelings do not permit me to suspend the deep acknowledgment of that debt of gratitude which I  
3 owe to my beloved country for the many honors it has conferred upon me; still more for the  
4 steadfast confidence with which it has supported me; and for the opportunities I have thence  
5 enjoyed of manifesting my inviolable attachment, by services faithful and persevering, though  
6 in usefulness unequal to my zeal. If benefits have resulted to our country from these services, let 
7 it always be remembered to your praise, and as an instructive example in our annals, that under  
8 circumstances in which the passions, agitated in every direction, were liable to mislead, amidst  
9 appearances sometimes dubious, vicissitudes of fortune often discouraging, in situations in which  
10 not unfrequently want of success has countenanced the spirit of criticism, the constancy of your  
11 support was the essential prop of the efforts, and a guarantee of the plans by which they were  
12 effected. Profoundly penetrated with this idea, I shall carry it with me to my grave, as a strong  
13 incitement to unceasing vows that heaven may continue to you the choicest tokens of its  
14 beneficence; that your union and brotherly affection may be perpetual; that the free Constitution,  
15 which is the work of your hands, may be sacredly maintained; that its administration in every  
16 department may be stamped with wisdom and virtue; that, in fine, the happiness of the people of  
17 these States, under the auspices of liberty, may be made complete by so careful a preservation and  
18 so prudent a use of this blessing as will acquire to them the glory of recommending it to the  
19 applause, the affection, and adoption of every nation which is yet a stranger to it. 

 

20 The unity of government which constitutes you one people is also now dear to you. It is justly so,  
21 for it is a main pillar in the edifice of your real independence, the support of your tranquility at  
22 home, your peace abroad; of your safety; of your prosperity; of that very liberty which you so  
23 highly prize. But as it is easy to foresee that, from different causes and from different quarters,  
24 much pains will be taken, many artifices employed to weaken in your minds the conviction of this  
25 truth; as this is the point in your political fortress against which the batteries of internal and  
26 external enemies will be most constantly and actively (though often covertly and insidiously)  
27 directed, it is of infinite moment that you should properly estimate the immense value of your  
28 national union to your collective and individual happiness; that you should cherish a cordial,  
29 habitual, and immovable attachment to it; accustoming yourselves to think and speak of  
30 it as of the palladium of your political safety and prosperity; watching for its preservation with  
31 jealous anxiety; discountenancing whatever may suggest even a suspicion that it can in any event  
32 be abandoned; and indignantly frowning upon the first dawning of every attempt to alienate any  
33 portion of our country from the rest, or to enfeeble the sacred ties which now link together the  
34 various parts.  

 

35 For this you have every inducement of sympathy and interest. Citizens, by birth or choice, of a  
36 common country, that country has a right to concentrate your affections. The name of American,  
37 which belongs to you in your national capacity, must always exalt the just pride of patriotism  
38 more than any appellation derived from local discriminations. With slight shades of difference,  

https://www.mountvernon.org/education/primary-sources-2/article/washington-s-farewell-address-1796/
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39 you have the same religion, manners, habits, and political principles. You have in a common  
40 cause fought and triumphed together; the independence and liberty you possess are the work of  
41 joint counsels, and joint efforts of common dangers, sufferings, and successes.  

 

Language guide: 

Line 1: “to terminate the career of my public 
life” = to stop working in official jobs such as 
general or president 

Line 2: “to suspend the deep acknowledgment” 
= to not recognize 

Line 5: “manifesting my inviolable attachment” 
= proving or showing my deep commitment to 
my country 

Lines 5-6: “though in usefulness unequal to my 
zeal” = even if my actual contributions are less 
than my enthusiasm to contribute 

Line 7: “to your praise” = to your credit 

Line 7: “an instructive example in our annals” = 
a model from our history 

Line 8: “liable to mislead” = likely to mislead 

Line 9: “amidst appearances sometimes 
dubious” = in circumstances that seemed 
troubling or suspicious 

Line 9: “vicissitudes of fortune” = back luck or 
turn of events 

Line 10: “has countenanced the spirit of 
criticism” = has led to negative feelings 

Line 11: “the essential prop to the efforts” = 
essential to supporting 

Line 12: “Profoundly penetrated with this idea” 
= believing deeply in this idea 

Line 12-13: “strong incitement to unceasing 
vows” = motivation to always hope 

Line 13-14: “the choicest tokens of its 
beneficence” = great fortune 

Line 16: “be stamped with wisdom and virtue” = 
show signs of wisdom and virtue 

Line 17: “under the auspices of liberty” = living 
in liberty 

Line 27: “of infinite moment” = extremely 
urgent and important 

 

Useful vocabulary words: 

Steadfast  

inviolable 

Vicissitudes 

Incitement 

dubious 

countenance 

Auspices 
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During and after his lifetime, George Washington has been one of the—if not the—most 
important national symbolic figures in the United States. In the decades after his death, his 
plantation and mansion, Mount Vernon, became the most popular national tourist site for 
Americans. Meanwhile, George Washington became the one symbol that could unite the 
national community, allowing Americans to overcome the internal divisions that threatened to 
tear the country apart between national Independence (1783) and the Civil War (1861-1865).  

 

Visitors and others who consumed the many books, articles, lectures, and art about 
Washington often believed that he exemplified the special qualities of dignity, fair-
mindedness, fortitude, and sense of duty that had made the Revolution and Founding 
successful. Military officer Henry Lee named Washington, “First in war—first in peace—and 
first in the hearts of his countrymen.” At the same time, others questioned or challenged 
Washington’s status as a national symbol. For instance, abolitionist and former slave Frederick 
Douglass, recognized that Washington did free the enslaved people he owned at Mount 
Vernon, but also that Washington’s “monument is built up by the price of human blood.” The 
stakes of Washington as a national symbol have changed since the late nineteenth century. 
Still, interest in Washington as a national symbol and debates about what he symbolizes have 
continued to matter to Americans into the 21st century. 

 

These learning resources explore Washington’s meaning and influence as a national symbol. 
Some of these sources are in Washington’s own words, but most are in the words or art of 
others. These sources show how and why Washington was a national symbol during his life 
and after his death. More importantly, they help students analyze how Americans have related 
to Washington as a national symbol. This will support students as they think critically about 
how our relationship with the nation’s history and its symbols both reflects and influences our 
identity and civic life as a people. 

 

The sources in this lesson have the potential to engage students with four major civics themes: 

● The importance of understanding and commemorating our history as a type of civic 
participation 

● The complexity and stakes of recognizing the shared history of we the people 

● The dynamic between national identity and the roles played by the U.S. in the world 
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● The connection between understanding history and civic engagement with 
contemporary debates and possibilities. 

 

With this Learning Resource, the History Questions aim to stir classroom analysis of the 
primary sources, and the Civics Questions aim to help students apply those insights about 
history to our contemporary context. The Civics Activity asks students to use their insights 
about Washington’s responsibilities as a national symbol in order to think about their influence 
in their own community.  
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