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George Washington was a vi-
sionary leader and uniquely 
qualified to accomplish the 
complex challenges put be-

fore him. He demanded exceptionalism 
from himself, his soldiers, and his na-
tion and worked tirelessly to achieve his 
goals, whether winning in conflict or 
securing peace for a new nation. He was 
a man of exceptional talent, which he 
wielded to significant effect throughout 
his lifetime. Beyond talent, however, a 
critical trait set him apart from other 
remarkable individuals of his time. This 
quality was grit. 

Defining Grit
	 Esteemed psychologist and academic 
Angela Duckworth, who conducted 
extensive research on human perfor-

mance, explains that grit—a combina-
tion of passion and perseverance—sets 
high achievers like Washington apart 
from those of equal talent and intel-
lect.1 She defines passion as “staying 
consistent on goals over time” and per-
severance as “working hard and bounc-
ing back from setbacks.”2 While some 
individuals like Washington may have 

a high level of natural grit based on he-
reditary factors, grit can be developed 
over time through internal and exter-
nal stimuli.3 By examining the events 
and experiences that molded George 
Washington, military leaders can derive 
lessons that can improve their grit. His 
example may enable leaders to harness 
their talents to accomplish long-term 
goals and achieve successful outcomes 
over time.

How Important is Talent?
	 Talent is a vital baseline determi-
nant of exceptionalism, but it is only 
a starting point. Washington had 
many natural gifts from a young age. 
He was tall, athletic, and intellectually 
curious.4 Despite being above average, 
however, biographer Edward Lengel 
describes him in youth as “neither an 

intellectual nor a yokel, but a typical, 
somewhat precocious boy.”5 Psycholo-
gist Catharine Cox, who conducted 
pioneering research on intelligence and 
genius, judged Washington’s IQ to be 
around 140.6 This is superior intel-
lect, but he was not among the most 
brilliant of his generation. Thomas 
Jefferson and John Adams had IQs 
of 160 and 155, respectively.7 When 
measured against other significant 
historical figures and among all other 
U.S. presidents, Washington is near 
the center of the pack.8 
	 What sets Washington apart from 
his contemporaries is his possession and 
development of four psychological as-
sets critical to grit. Duckworth identi-
fies these as “interest, practice, purpose, 
and hope.”9 These traits are not im-
mutable. Duckworth notes, “One can 
learn to discover, develop, and deepen 
your interests. You can acquire the 
habit of discipline. You can cultivate 
a sense of purpose and meaning. And 
you can teach yourself hope.”10 While 
Washington had a natural proclivity to 
these traits, he also deepened them over 
the years through study, experience, 
and reflection.
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Discovering Interests and Following 
Passion
	 Discovering interests and following 
passions are critical components for de-
veloping grit.11 Although cliché, doing 
what you love and loving what you do 
determines the level of commitment. 
Washington explored many topics in his 
adolescence but developed an early pas-
sion for the military. Detailed journals 
and notes from his school years suggest 
he enthusiastically sought to expand his 
knowledge through self-study and expo-
sure through hands-on learning.12 Len-
gel indicates that in his teenage years, 
Washington “attacked every subject 
with vigor, often drawing meticulous 
diagrams and taking notes” and only 
moved on to new areas after he fully 
absorbed the information.13 
	 This period of discovery and broad 
exposure to many subjects allowed 
Washington to focus on areas that 
piqued his interest. The inf luence 
and mentorship of his half-brother 
Lawrence, who served in the British 
expeditionary army in the Caribbean, 
seems to have profoundly shaped his 
fascination with the military.14 Wash-
ington’s early passion for armed service 
only deepened over the years after he 
took on command roles of increas-
ing responsibility. Having identified 
military arts as a discipline of interest, 
Washington sought to master its many 
facets through dedication and effort.

Practice, Discipline, and Hard Work
	 Practice and hard work were inte-
gral to Washington’s development as a 
competent military practitioner. Wash-
ington undertook efforts that deliber-
ately pushed his limits to purposefully 
expand his capabilities. His efforts were 
akin to “deliberate practice,” a term in-
troduced by Swedish psychologist K. 
Anders Ericsson, which describes “prac-
tice that focuses on tasks beyond your 
current level of competence and com-
fort.”15 To harness talent, it is necessary 
to work diligently and focus over time 
toward improvement, particularly in 
areas of weakness. Ten years or 10,000 
hours of such practice is the estimated 
threshold to achieve true expertise.16

	 Washington gained such expertise 
while conducting months-long survey-

ing expeditions and military endeavors 
during the French and Indian War.17 

These missions were fraught with dan-
ger, hardship, and austerity that tested 
his mettle and pushed his physical and 
mental limits to exhaustion. His suc-
cessive military campaigns and their as-
sociated challenges taught him valuable 
but often painful lessons that deepened 
his expertise.
	 Demanding and consistent effort 
is a critical component of the quality 

practice needed to develop grit. Lengel 
notes that Washington “worked with 
almost superhuman stamina, organiza-
tional ability, and regard for detail.”18 

While in command of the Virginia 
Regiment and assembling the Ameri-
can Army in Boston, this level of effort 
was necessary to ensure the success of 
the fledgling enterprises.19 At Valley 
Forge, Washington exerted himself to 
even further extremes in miserable con-
ditions to hold the Continental Army 
together.20 Washington emphasized to 
the company captains of his Virginia 
Regiment, “Discipline is the soul of an 
army. It makes small numbers formi-
dable; procures success to the weak, and 
esteem to all.”21 Difficult experiences 
served as a crucible, forging Washing-
ton’s natural talent into expertise. His 
soldiers came to admire Washington’s 
dedication, which proved instrumental 
beyond the American Revolution. His 
principles and a sense of purpose guided 
his efforts allowing him to direct his 
energies toward a greater goal.

Purpose and Philosophy
	 A purpose or overarching philoso-
phy to motivate actions is essential to 
developing passion. Duckworth notes, 
“A clear, well-defined philosophy give 
you guidelines and boundaries that keep 
you on track.”22 It can help focus tasks 
and short-term goals toward a higher 
purpose. Washington’s purpose in his 

Statue of George Washington, located 
near Washington’s Headquarters at Valley 
Forge. A cast bronze copy of a marble statue 
by French sculptor Jean-Antoine Houdon. 
(Photo by author.)

Muhlenberg Brigade Encampment, Valley Forge, 31 January 2022. (Photo provided by author.)
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early years was to establish himself as 
a man of good repute and eminence in 
society. According to historian William 
Sayen, “Washington strove to embody 
the manners and virtues of civility … 
and honor. Honor comprised all that 
was most dear to gentlemen warriors 
of the eighteenth century: manliness, 
respect, valor, fame, and glory.”23

	 As Washington matured and dove 
deeper into the cause of revolution and 
armed conflict, he developed a deep 
passion for the ideals of liberty that 
would form the new nation he fought 
to conceive.24 He maintained a strong 
conviction about the righteousness of 
the American cause. Washington’s 
short and long-term goals evolved with 
changing colonial dynamics and his 
personal circumstances, but his guid-
ing principles never changed. The max-
ims he discovered in his youth while 
translating the Rules of Civility & De-
cent Behavior in Company and Conversa-
tion, such as honor and dignity, became 
the values he espoused throughout his 
life.25 The values remained consistent 
whether he commanded soldiers, served 
in government, or worked as a private 
citizen to run a prosperous business.

Hope and Optimism
	 Hope is the final but perhaps most 
consequential trait in determining a 
person’s grit. Hope involves an opti-
mistic mindset and belief that efforts 
contribute to a better future.26 Why 
persevere if efforts are trivial or in vain? 

George Washington maintained hope 
and resolve throughout the Revolution 
that American forces would triumph. 
He rarely openly displayed discourage-
ment or pessimism. After the defeat at 
the Battle of Brandywine and other 
operational setbacks, Washington 
maintained a determined posture 
belying no outward projection of de-
spondency.27

	 Washington’s optimism was an-
chored in action and the idea of prog-
ress. Lengel notes, “When frustration 
or boredom led him into a funk … the 
prospect of battle or work could throw 
him almost instantaneously into a more 
optimistic frame of mind.”28 His bias 
for boldness often led to stunning suc-
cesses, as was the case in his Christmas 
crossing of the Delaware.29 On other 
occasions, Washington’s desire to act 
led him to make rushed or imprudent 
decisions as was the case with his subse-

quent failed attack on Germantown.30 
Over time, Washington came to under-
stand the value of strategic patience and 
defense.31 He also learned to channel 
his need for action inward by dedicat-
ing himself to readying the Army for 
future battles. Washington stoked the 
flame of hope by channeling his ener-
gies into productive endeavors, always 
keeping his eye on a grand prize. 

	 In his farewell address to the Army 
in November 1783, Washington ex-
pressed unbounded optimism for the 
new United States, stating, “It is uni-
versally acknowledged that the enlarged 
prospect of happiness, opened by the 
confirmation of our Independence 
and Sovereignty, almost exceeds the 
power of description.”32 Washing-
ton’s overarching worldview was san-
guine despite moments of struggle and 
self-doubt. He trusted in the ideals of 
liberty for which he fought and the 
men who toiled with him in the great 
struggle. Hope allowed Washington to 
persevere in the face of odds that must 
have appeared insurmountable at times.

Key Takeaways
	 George Washington’s grit—his per-
severance and passion—was instrumen-
tal to his success as a military com-
mander and leader. His story teaches 
the value of grit as a character attribute 
in achieving successful outcomes in 
combat and life. Firstly, natural talent 
is important, but it is only part of the 
equation. Leaders should work to im-
prove their own qualities of persever-
ance and passion and surround them-
selves with individuals exuding these 
qualities. A person with perseverance 

Washington’s Headquarters Valley Forge, 15 October 2022. (Photo by author.)

George Washington’s grit—his perseverance and 
passion—was instrumental to his success as a mili-
tary commander and leader.
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works hard toward goals, is undiscour-
aged by setbacks, remains committed 
to completing tasks despite challenges 
and obstacles, and never gives up.33 A 
person with passion maintains long-
term interests, is undistracted by new 
ideas and projects, remains committed 
to set goals, and can focus on a project 
for multiple months or longer.34 
	 Leaders can work to improve grit by 
focusing on the four key areas identi-
fied by Duckwork.35 Regarding inter-
ests, leaders should explore, inquire, 
and gravitate toward topics that spark 
fascination. A person is more likely to 
stay committed to a goal if they have 
a vested interest. Practice, hard work, 
and experience are critical to building 
expertise and resiliency. Leaders should 
practice with seriousness and dedica-
tion, pushing beyond their comfort 
zones to seek self-improvement. To 
find purpose, it helps to have a personal 
philosophy to stay motivated while 
pursuing long-term goals. Finally, an 
optimistic mindset will allow a person 
to persevere through challenging times. 
Developing a hopeful outlook may in-
volve spirituality, fellowship, or finding 
a cause greater than oneself. It may also 
involve lessons from historical figures 
like George Washington or contempo-
rary leaders who inspire greatness.

Conclusion
	 George Washington shines as an 
example of the multiplying effect grit 
can have on natural talent. While not 
as singularly outstanding as many of 
his peers in characteristics such as in-
telligence, grit distinguished him from 
the rest. He worked hard to develop and 
deepen the character traits essential to 
grit by deepening his interests, work-
ing hard to improve areas of weakness, 
finding a higher purpose, and maintain-
ing a hopeful outlook throughout his 
life, thereby strengthening his passion 
and perseverance. He was aware of the 
importance of these attributes, noting 
in a letter to Gen Philip Schuyler at the 
outset of the Revolution that “Persever-
ance and Spirit have done Wonders in 
all ages.”36 Military leaders can follow 
Washington’s example to develop their 
own grit and foster a culture of grit. 
In doing so, leaders will maximize the 

potential of their unit and improve the 
likelihood of successful outcomes on 
and off the battlefield.
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