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INTRODUCTION:
THE TIMELESS
WISDOM OF
GEORGE
WASHINGTON’S
RULES OF CIVILITY

Long  before  George
Washington  became
t h e  c o m m a n d i n g
g e n e r a l  o f  t h e
Continental  Army,  the
first  President  of  the
United States, and the
“ F a t h e r  o f  H i s
Country,”  he  was  a
young boy growing up
o n  a  V i r g i n i a
plantation.  At  the age
o f  j u s t  s i x t e e n ,
W a s h i n g t o n

painstakingly  copied
out a list of 110 social
and  moral  precepts
into a schoolbook. This
document ,  known
today  as  the  George
Washington Rules of
C i v i l i t y ,  w o u l d
profoundly  shape  his
character  and  public
life.  Far  more  than  a
simple etiquette guide,
these  rules  offered  a
bluepr int  for  sel f -
discipline,  respect  for
others,  and  dignified
conduct.  In  an  era
o f t e n  m a r k e d  b y
political  incivility  and
social  fragmentation,
r e v i s i t i n g  t h e s e
principles  provides  a
refreshing  perspective
on  leadership,  virtue,
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and  the  art  of  living
well with others.
The  Rules  of  Civility
were  not  original  to
Washington. They were
based  on  a  French
et iquet te  manua l
composed  by  Jesuit
priests in the late 16th
century,  which  was
later  translated  into
English.  Washington’s
a c t  o f  c o p y i n g
them—and ,  more
i m p o r t a n t l y ,
i n t e r n a l i z i n g
them—reveals a young
man hungry for  moral
structure  and  social
polish.  Throughout  his
life,  contemporaries
r e m a r k e d  o n
W a s h i n g t o n ’ s
remarkable  poise,  his
ability  to  command
r e s p e c t  w i t h o u t
arrogance,  and  his
unwavering  sense  of
duty.  These  qualities
did  not  emerge  by
chance;  they  were
cultivated, in no small

part, through the daily
practice of the George
Washington Rules of
Civility.  This  article
will  explore  the  rich
history  of  these rules,
examine  their  core
themes,  and  uncover
why  they  remain  a
p o t e n t  g u i d e  f o r
p e r s o n a l  a n d
professional excellence
today.

THE HISTORICAL
ROOTS OF THE
RULES OF CIVILITY

To truly appreciate the
George  Washington
Rules of Civility, one
must  first  understand
t h e i r  o r i g i n .  T h e
original  text  was  a
French work titled Les
R è g l e s  d e  l a
Bienséance  et  de  la
Civil ité  Chrétienne
(Rules of Good Conduct
and  Christian  Civility),
written  by  the  Jesuits
o f  a  c o l l e g e  i n
B o r d e a u x .  I t  w a s
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in tended  to  teach
young  nobles  proper
behavior  in  court  and
society. The work was
translated into English
a n d  b e c a m e  a
standard  textbook  in
co lon ia l  Amer ica .
Young  Washington,
with  his  characteristic
diligence,  copied  the
rules into his copybook
a s  a  h a n d w r i t i n g
e x e r c i s e — b u t  h e
clearly  absorbed  their
l e s s o n s  w i t h
seriousness.
W a s h i n g t o n ’ s
education was practical
rather  than  classical;
he  never  attended
university.  Yet  his
ambit ion  to  r ise  in
Virginia  society  and
later  in  military  and
p o l i t i c a l  c i r c l e s
demanded  a  mastery
of  deportment.  The
R u l e s  o f  C i v i l i t y
provided  a  systematic
framework  for  how to
treat  others,  how  to

carry oneself, and how
t o  e a r n  r e s p e c t .
Historians  note  that
W a s h i n g t o n ’ s
commitment  to  these
rules  was  lifelong.  He
frequently  referenced
similar principles in his
letters  and  official
orders,  emphasizing
punctuality,  honesty,
and  respect  for  rank
and age.  The George
Washington Rules of
Civility thus became a
k i n d  o f  m o r a l
compass—guiding  his
in teract ions  w i th
everyone  from  fellow
generals  to  servants.

Why
Washingt
on Valued
These
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Rules
W a s h i n g t o n
u n d e r s t o o d  t h a t
leadership  is  built  on
trust, and trust is built
on  small,  consistent
acts  of  consideration.
The rules taught him to
control  his  temper,  to
listen before speaking,
and to show deference
to  others.  In  a  time
when  due l ing  and
violent  disputes  were
common, Washington’s
measured  demeanor
set  h im  apart .  H is
ability  to  remain calm
u n d e r
p r e s s u r e — w h e t h e r
facing  defeat  on  the
battlefield  or  political
i n t r i g u e  i n  t h e
cabinet—owed much to
the  self-discipline  he
honed  through  these
precepts.  The George
Washington Rules of
Civ i l i ty  were  not
merely  about  dining

etiquette;  they  were
about  cultivating  the
inner  v i r tues  o f  a
gentleman.

CORE THEMES OF
THE 110 RULES

The 110 rules cover a
wide  array  of  topics,
from table manners to
conversation,  from
personal  hygiene  to
respect for elders. But
certain  overarching
themes  emerge,  each
of which contributed to
Washington’s character
and can inform modern
readers.

Respect
for
Others
and Self
Many rules  emphasize
showing  deference  to
others:  “Every  action
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done in company ought
to be with some sign of
r e s p e c t  t o  t h o s e
present.” Others focus
on  self-respect:  “Let
your  countenance  be
pleasant but in serious
matters  somewhat
grave.”  Washington
i n t e r n a l i z e d  t h e
ba lance  be tween
humility  and  dignity.
He  never  sought  to
d o m i n a t e  a  r o o m
through  loudness,  but
his composed presence
commanded  attention.
T h i s  t h e m e  i s
especially  relevant
today, when respect in
public  discourse  often
seems scarce.

Conversa
tion and
Listening
A  substantial  number
o f  r u l e s  a d d r e s s

conversation.  Rule  73,
for  instance,  advises:
“Think  before  you
speak;  pronounce  not
imperfectly  nor  bring
out  your  words  too
has t i l y . ”  Ru le  35
s ta tes :  “ Le t  you r
discourse be with men
o f  q u a l i t y  a n d  o f
q u a l i t y  i n  t h e i r
speech.”  Washington
w a s  k n o w n  a s  a
reserved  speaker,  but
when he spoke, he was
direct and meaningful.
He  understood  that
l i s t e n i n g  w a s  a s
i m p o r t a n t  a s
speaking—a lesson for
modern leaders in any
field.

Table
Manners
and
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Cleanline
ss
While some rules about
table  manners  seem
quaint  today—such  as
“Cleanse  not  your
teeth  with  the  table
cloth” or “Spit not into
the  fire”—they
underscore  a  deeper
principle:  that  our
behavior  in  smal l ,
mundane  matters
reveals  our  character.
Washington’s attention
to  de ta i l ,  even  in
dining,  contributed  to
t h e  r e s p e c t  h e
inspired.  For  modern
professionals,  similar
attention  to  etiquette
in meetings and social
settings  remains  a
marker of competence.

Self-

Control
and
Moderati
on
Perhaps  the  most
essential theme is self-
control.  Rule 1 states:
“Every  action  done  in
company  ought  to  be
wi th  some  s ign  o f
r e s p e c t  t o  t h o s e
present.”  But  more
directly,  Rule  110:
“Labor to keep alive in
your  breast  that  little
spark  of  celestial  fire
called  conscience.”
W a s h i n g t o n ’ s
legendary temper was
c h e c k e d  b y  h i s
conscious  effort  to
follow these  rules.  He
learned  to  pause,  to
reflect,  and to  act  with
deliberation—a  skill
that  any  leader  could



George Washington Rules Of Civility 7

7

benefit  from
cultivating.

HOW THE RULES
OF CIVILITY
SHAPED
WASHINGTON’S
LEADERSHIP

The  impact  o f  the
George  Washington
Rules  of  Civility  on
Washington’s  career
cannot  be  overstated.
As  commander  of  the
Continental  Army,  he
faced a ragtag group of
s o l d i e r s ,  s c a r c e
supplies,  and powerful
enemies. His ability to
maintain  order  and
m o r a l e  r e q u i r e d
immense  personal
discipline.  He  treated
his  officers  and  men
wi th  a  cons i s tent
r e s p e c t ,  n e v e r
humi l ia t ing  them
publicly. He insisted on
punctuality  (Rule  18:
“Read  no  le t te rs ,
books,  or  papers  in
company;  but  when

there is a necessity for
the  doing  of  it,  you
must ask leave”).
D u r i n g  t h e
C o n s t i t u t i o n a l
Convention  of  1787,
Washington’s presence
as presiding officer was
stabilizing.  His  refusal
to  dominate  debate,
his  careful  listening,
and  his  insistence  on
procedural  fairness
reflected the civility he
had  practiced  since
y o u t h .  W h e n  h e
became  president,  he
set  precedents  for
dignified
behavior—such  as
bowing  rather  than
shak ing  hands  (a
custom  of  the  time),
avoiding  excessive
pomp, and maintaining
an air of approachable
authority. The George
Washington Rules of
C iv i l i ty  were  h i s
invisible guide, helping
h im  nav iga te  the
untested waters of  an



8

8 George Washington Rules Of
Civility

2026-05-23

infant republic without
s u c c u m b i n g  t o
ambition or arrogance.

MODERN
RELEVANCE: WHY
THESE RULES
MATTER TODAY

In our fast-paced, often
rude  digital  age,  the
George  Washington
Rules  of  Civility  offer
a remedy. While many
of  the  specific
behaviors  (l ike  not
chewing  your  nails  or
not  looking  at  others’
papers)  seem  dated,
t h e  u n d e r l y i n g
principles are timeless:
respect,  consideration,
self-discipline,  and
mindfulness of how our
actions  affect  others.
Soc ia l  med ia ,  f o r
i n s t a n c e ,  o f t e n
encourages  impulsive,
h u r t f u l  r e m a r k s .
Washington’s  rule
“Think  before  you
speak” would serve us
w e l l  o n l i n e .  H i s

emphasis  on  honoring
elders  and  those  in
authority  can  help
r e b u i l d  t r u s t  i n
institutions.
Bus iness  leaders ,
educators, and parents
can  draw  from  these
rules  to  foster  better
communicat ion.  A
simple  pract ice  of
l i s ten ing  w i thout
interrupting  (Rule  32:
“If you cough, sneeze,
sigh, or yawn, do it not
loud but privately; and
speak  no t  i n  your
yawning, but put your
handkerchief  or  hand
before  your  face  and
turn aside”) may seem
trivial, but it reflects an
awareness  of  others’
c o m f o r t .  I n  t h e
workplace, punctuality,
polite  greetings,  and
r e s p e c t f u l
d i s a g r e e m e n t — a l l
found in  Washington’s
rules—are foundational
to a healthy culture.
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Applying
the Rules
in
Personal
Develop
ment
Many  modern  self-
improvement programs
echo  Washington’s
wisdom.  The  idea  of
“ e m o t i o n a l
intelligence”  borrows
from his  emphasis  on
self-awareness  and
e m p a t h y .  T h e  “ 7
H a b i t s  o f  H i g h l y
Effective  People”  by
S t e p h e n  C o v e y
includes  “Seek  first  to
understand, then to be
understood,”  which
a l i g n s  w i t h
Washington’s  rules  on
listening.  By  studying

t h e  G e o r g e
Washington Rules of
C i v i l i t y ,  w e  c a n
systematically cultivate
virtues  that  enhance
our  relationships  and
careers.

A CLOSER LOOK AT
SELECTED RULES

To illustrate the depth
o f  t h e  G e o r g e
Washington Rules of
Civility, here are a few
noteworthy  precepts
and  the i r  modern
interpretations:

Rule 1: “Every
action done in
company ought
to be with some
sign of respect to
those present.”
Modern take: Be
present; put
away your phone
when with
others.
Acknowledge
people with eye
contact and
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greeting.
Rule 4: “In the
presence of
others, sing not
to yourself with a
humming noise,
nor drum with
your fingers or
feet.” Modern
take: Avoid
distracting
behaviors in
meetings; be
mindful of your
fidgeting.
Rule 22: “Show
not yourself glad
at the misfortune
of another,
though he were
your enemy.”
Modern take:
Practice grace;
celebrate others’
successes; do
not gloat over
rivals’ failures.
Rule 35: “Let
your discourse
be with men of
quality and of
quality in their

speech.” Modern
take: Seek out
wise
conversation
partners; elevate
your own speech
with clear,
thoughtful
language.
Rule 56: “Keep
your nails clean
and short, also
your hands and
teeth clean, yet
without showing
great concern for
them.” Modern
take: Good
grooming is
important, but
avoid excessive
vanity;
cleanliness
shows respect
for others.
Rule 110:
“Labor to keep
alive in your
breast that little
spark of celestial
fire called
conscience.”
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Modern take:
Cultivate your
inner moral
compass; let
integrity guide
your decisions.

T h e s e  t e n  r u l e s
r e p r e s e n t  j u s t  a
fraction  of  the  whole,
but  they  capture  the
e s s e n c e  o f
Washington’s approach
to life: a blend of self-
respect,  respect  for
o t h e r s ,  a n d
commitment  to  moral
excellence.

CRITICISM AND
CONTEXT: ARE ALL
RULES RELEVANT?

Some critics argue that
t h e  G e o r g e
Washington Rules of
Civility  are  outdated
and even classist. They
reflect  the  hierarchical
society of 18th-century
V i r g i n i a ,  w h e r e
deference to rank and
status  was  expected.

Rules about bowing to
superiors,  yielding  the
way to those of higher
s t a t i o n ,  a n d  n o t
questioning elders may
seem  antithetical  to
modern  egalitarian
values.  However,  it  is
important  to  view the
rules in their historical
context.  Washington
himself lived in a time
of great inequality, yet
he used these rules to
treat  everyone—from
s l a v e s  t o
g e n e r a l s — w i t h  a
measured  dignity.
Today,  we  can  adapt
the core spirit: treat all
people  with  respect,
regardless  of  status,
w h i l e  s t i l l
a c k n o w l e d g i n g
positions  of  legitimate
authority.
Moreover, the rules are
n o t  r i g i d  d o g m a .
Washington selectively
applied  them;  he  was
not a robot. He allowed
himself  breaks  from
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formality when genuine
c o n n e c t i o n  w a s
needed.  The lesson is
not  to  copy  the  110
rules  literally,  but  to
extract  their  timeless
wisdom  and  apply  it
appropriately  in  our
own  lives.

CONCLUSION: A
LEGACY OF
CIVILITY

T h e  G e o r g e
Washington Rules of
Civility  are  far  more
t h a n  a  h i s t o r i c a l
curiosity.  They  are  a
testament to the power
of deliberate character
fo rmat ion .  Young
George  Washington
commi t ted  these
principles to heart, and
t h e y  g u i d e d  h i m
t h r o u g h  a  l i f e  o f
extraordinary


