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Thomas Jefferson on Shays' Rebellion

By Thomas Jefferson
1787

Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826) was the third president of the United States and the
principal author of the Declaration of Independence. In this 1787 letter, Jefferson
writes to a friend about Shays' Rebellion, an armed uprising that took place in
Massachusetts because of rebels' increasing dissatisfaction with state and federal
government. The rebellion was organized by Revolutionary War veteran Daniel
Shays, who led 4,000 people rebelling against perceived economic and civil liberties
and injustices. Although Shays' Rebellion was defeated, it prompted numerous
national leaders to call for a stronger national government to suppress future
rebellions.

As you read, identify Jefferson's opinion on revolution and whether or not he
supports Shays' rebellion.

Paris, November 13, 1787

The British ministry have so long hired
their gazetteers1 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, the ministers themselves
have come to believe them, and what is

more wonderful, we have believed them "US Army Third Infantry" by US
ourselves. Department of Defense is licensed under
CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.

Yet where does this anarchy exist?
Where did it ever exist, except in the single instance of Massachusetts? And can

1. An archaic word meaning "journalist"
2. Anarchy (noun) a state of disorder due to absence or nonrecognition of
authority; refusal to recognize governing authority


https://www.flickr.com/photos/39955793@N07/12675032615
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history produce an instance of rebellion so honorably conducted? | say nothing of
its motives. They were founded in ignorance, not wickedness. God forbid we should
ever be twenty years without such a rebellion...

What country before, ever existed a century and a half without a rebellion? And
what country can preserve its liberties, if its rulers are not warned from time to
time, that this people preserve the spirit of resistance? Let them take arms.2 The
remedy is to set them right as to facts, pardon and pacify them...

The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time, with the blood of patriots
and tyrants. It is its natural manure. Our convention® has been too much impressed
by the insurrection of Massachusetts; and on the spur of the moment, they are
setting up a kite to keep the hen yard in order.

Thomas Jefferson on Shays' Rebellion by Thomas Jefferson is in the public domain.

Unless otherwise noted, this content is licensed under the CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license

3. Weapons

4. Areference to the Constitutional Convention (May-Sept 1787) which originally
set out to revise the Articles of Confederation but concluded with the creation of
the U.S. Constitution, essentially remodeling their previous system of
government. The convention was also due in part to Shays' Rebellion.

5. Akite is a type of hawk. Therefore, "setting up a kite to keep the hen yard in
order" refers to putting something dangerous in a place where it is sure to
cause harm.


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

IRA| COMMONLIT

Text-Dependent Questions

Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in
complete sentences.

1. PART A: Which of the following best describes a central idea of the text?

A.  Alack of revolutions in the early years of the United States made
it difficult for the nation to maintain the spirit of resistance that is
needed in a democracy.

B. A countryis secure only if it creates a strong central government
that can deter rebels from resisting the orders of the
government.

C.  Groups of citizens that are intent on rebelling cannot be trusted
to make a positive contribution to society.

D. Avrebellionis not a call for more governmental control, rather it is
a practice exercised in a free nation.

2. PART B: Which of the following quotes best supports the answer to Part A?

A.  "The British ministry have so long hired their gazetteers to
repeat, and model into every form, lies about our being in
anarchy" (Paragraph 1)

B. "They were founded in ignorance, not wickedness." (Paragraph 2)
C. "Yetwhere does this anarchy exist?" (Paragraph 2)
D.  "And what country can preserve its liberties, if its rulers are not

warned from time to time, that this people preserve the spirit of
resistance?" (Paragraph 3)

3. PART A: Which of the following phrases best explains what Jefferson
means by the line "God forbid we should ever be twenty years without
such a rebellion" (Paragraph 2)?
A.  Continuous rebellion in the United States will have a positive
impact on the country as a whole.
B.  Without consistent revolutions, patriots will gain control of the
most important positions of power in a democracy.
C. The only way to prevent a tyrant from ruling a country is to reveal
their ignorance and wickedness to the people.

D. Therebellion in Massachusetts was led by tyrants who wanted to
take over the country for their own benefit.
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4.  PART B: Which of the following quotes best supports the answer to Part A?

A.  "the world has at length believed them, the English nation has
believed them, the ministers themselves have come to believe
them, and what is more wonderful, we have believed them
ourselves" (Paragraph 1)

B.  "And can history produce an instance of rebellion so honorably
conducted?" (Paragraph 2)

C.  '"Thetree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time, with the
blood of patriots and tyrants" (Paragraph 3)
D.  "Our convention has been too much impressed by the

insurrection of Massachusetts" (Paragraph 4)

5.  Summarize Jefferson's perspective on Shays' Rebellion and rebellion in
general. Cite evidence from the text to support your answer.
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Discussion Questions

Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space
provided. Be prepared to share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. According to Jefferson, what were the motives of Shays' Rebellion? Do you
think this is important? Explain your answer.

2. According to Jefferson, can a nation avoid rebellion? Explain.

3. Inthe context of this passage, how do people create change? Is there one
better way to create change than another? Cite evidence from this text,
your own experience, and other literature, art, or history in your answer.
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