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Shays’ Rebellion 

Mount Vernon, October 31, 1786. 

 

My Dr. Sir: I am indebted to you for your several favors of the 1st. 11th. and 17th. of this instt: and shall 
reply to them in the order of their dates; but first let me thank you for the interesting communications 
imparted by them. 

The picture which you have exhibited, and the accounts which are published of the commotions, and 
temper of numerous bodies in the Eastern States, are equally to be lamented and deprecated. They exhibit a 
melancholy proof of what our trans-Atlantic foe has predicted; and of another thing perhaps, which is still 
more to be regretted, and is yet more unaccountable, that mankind when left to themselves are unfit for 
their own Government. I am mortified beyond expression when I view the clouds that have spread over the 
brightest morn that ever dawned upon any Country. In a word, I am lost in amazement when I behold what 
intrigue, the interested views of desperate characters, ignorance and jealousy of the minor part, are capable 
of effecting, as a scourge on the major part of our fellow Citizens of the Union; for it is hardly to be 
supposed that the great body of the people, tho’ they will not act, can be so shortsighted, or enveloped in 
darkness, as not to see rays of a distant sun thro’ all this mist of intoxication and folly. 

You talk, my good Sir, of employing influence to appease the present tumults in Massachusetts. I know not 
where that influence is to be found; and if attainable, that it would be a proper remedy for the disorders. 
Influence is no Government. Let us have one by which our lives, liberties and properties will be secured; or 
let us know the worst at once. Under these impressions, my humble opinion is, that there is a 
call for decision. Know precisely what the insurgents aim at. If they have real grievances, 
redress them if possible; or acknowledge the justice of them, and your inability to do it in 
the present moment. If they have not, employ the force of government against them at 
once. If this is inadequate, all will be convinced that the superstructure is bad, or wants support. To be 
more exposed in the eyes of the world, and more contemptible than we already are, is hardly possible. To 
delay one or the other of these, is to exasperate on the one hand, or to give confidence on the other, and 
will add to their numbers; for, like snow-balls, such bodies increase by every movement, unless there is 
something in the way to obstruct and crumble them before the weight is too great and irresistible. 

These are my sentiments. Precedents are dangerous things; let the reins of government then be braced and 
held with a steady hand, and every violation of the Constitution be reprehended: if defective, let it be 
amended, but not suffered to be trampled upon whilst it has an existence…. 

Mrs. Washington joins me in best wishes for Mrs. Lee and yourself and I am &c.  

[George Washington] 
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Shays’ Rebellion 
To James Madison 
Paris, January 30th, 1787 

Dear Sir,  

I am impatient to learn your sentiments on the late troubles in the Eastern states.  So far as I have yet seen, they do not appear 
to threaten serious consequences… This uneasiness has produced acts absolutely unjustifiable; but I hope they will provoke no 
severities from their governments… those characters, wherein fear predominates over hope… may conclude too hastily that 
nature has formed man insusceptible of any other government than that of force, a conclusion not founded in truth or 
experience.  

Societies exist under three forms, sufficiently distinguishable:  

(1) without government, as among our Indians;  

(2) under governments, wherein the will of everyone has a just influence… 

(3) under governments of force… 

To have an idea of the curse of existence under these last, they must be seen. It is a government of wolves 
over sheep.  It is a problem, not clear in my mind, that the first condition is not the best… The second state has a 
great deal of good in it.  The mass of mankind under that enjoys a precious degree of liberty and happiness.  It has its evils, too, 
the principal of which is the turbulence to which it is subject.  But weigh this against the oppressions of monarchy, and it 
becomes nothing. Malo periculosam libertatem quam quietam servitutem…1   

I hold it that a little rebellion now and then is a good thing, and as necessary in the political world as storms in the physical… An 
observation of this truth should render honest republican governors so mild in their punishment of rebellions as not to 
discourage them too much. It is a medicine necessary for the sound health of government…. 

 
To William Smith 
Paris, November 13th, 1787 

Dear Sir, 

The British ministry have so long hired their gazetteers to repeat and model into every form lies about our being in anarchy, 
that the world has at length believed them, the English nation has believed them [and] we have believed them ourselves.  Yet 
where does this anarchy exist? Where did it ever exist, except in the single instance of Massachusetts?  And can history produce 
an instance of rebellion so honourably conducted?  I say nothing of its motives.  They were founded in ignorance, not 
wickedness.  God forbid we should ever be 20 years without such a rebellion.  The people cannot be all, & always, well 
informed.  The part which is wrong will be discontented in proportion to the importance of the facts they misconceive.  If they 
remain quiet under such misconceptions it is a lethargy, the forerunner of death to the public liberty.  We have had 13 states 
independent 11 years.  There has been one rebellion.  That comes to one rebellion in a century & a half for each state.  What 
country before ever existed a century & half without a rebellion?  & what country can preserve its liberties if their rulers are not 
warned from time to time that their people preserve the spirit of resistance?  Let them take arms. The remedy is to set 
them right as to facts, pardon & pacify them.  What signify a few lives lost in a century or two?  The tree of 
liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots & tyrants.  It is its natural manure.  Our 
Convention has been too much impressed by the insurrection of Massachusetts: and in the spur of the moment they are setting 
up a kite2 to keep the hen-yard in order. I hope in God this article will be rectified before the new constitution is accepted…   

                                                           
1 "I prefer the tumult of liberty to the quiet of servitude." 
2 A bird of prey (e.g., hawk, eagle) 

For Further Reading:  Letter_to_Abigail_Adams 

http://www.earlyamerica.com/review/summer/letter.html
http://www.theatlantic.com/past/docs/issues/96oct/obrien/blood.htm
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Letter_to_Abigail_Adams_-_February_22,_1787

