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his fellow countrymen had fought and died for—to have their property
confiscated by their own government; it was worse than the British!

In Autumn 1786, Shay led about a 1,000 followers, who came to be
known as Shayites; armed with pitchforks and carrying the “liberty
tree”, they marched on the debtor courts. It was more protest than
rebellion. No blood was spilled. For six months, Shay roamed the
Massachusetts countryside shutting down the hated courts.

In February, the Shayites advanced on the federal arsenal at Springfield
where the state militia was waiting. Two cannon shots dispersed the
Shayites, Killing two and wounding 20, the uprising was over. Shay
had gone unchecked, critics argued, because the new republic did not
have an army worth mentioning and it took several months to muster
the state militia. Shay and his officers were captured and tried, many
received the death sentence but most received amnesty and Shay was
eventually forgotten but not before he had made his mark.

George Washington, like many in the United States, argued that the
insurrection was a direct threat to the revolution’s ideals of “life,
liberty and property.” He believed a political remedy was needed
which meant amending the Articles of Confederation. The Articles
had been approved by Congress and the state assemblies in March
1781. It contained 13 articles that set-out the division of powers
between the federal and state governments. Fearful of an abusive
federal government trampling the rights of individuals and the states,
the states retained control over the federal government and this was
reflected in the Articles. The federal government was virtually powerless,
with limited taxation powers. The nation’s army and navy were non-
existant. Washington and the Virginians Alexander Hamilton and
James Madison led a group eventually known as “the Federalists”
who argued from the start that the Articles did not give the federal
government enough power. Events conspired to rapidly convince many
citizens of the new republic that these men were right and that the
Articles needed to be rewritten. Thomas Jefferson disagreed, arguing
that the “Shay” incident was trivial and the Articles were working as
intended. His followers were later called “the anti-Federalists”.
Eventually, however, Washington’s views prevailed and the young
nation would redraft the articles. Shay’s uprising had in the end
provided the pretext for action.

James Madison (Virginia) and Alexander Hamilton (New York),
joined forces and took centre stage. Hamilton had been questioning
the articles even before they were adopted but with little success or
support. Hamilton was charismatic and eloquent, Madison was
thoughtful, hardworking and respected. The two men used their
power and influence with the other states and organized an all-states
convention in January 1787 to address the Articles” shortcomings.
Only five of the 13 states attended. Some progress on revising the
Articles was made but Shay’s Rebellion tipped the scales. The next
national convention was scheduled for Philadelphia in the spring
and every state sent their best delegates. Hamilton wrote that the
convention would take the steps “necessary Lo render the
constitution of the Federal government adequate to the exigencies
[requirements] of the Union.”
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The delegates arrived in Philadelphia in May 1787 to decide the nation's
future. It was a heavy burden with Thomas Jefferson in France, John
Adams in England and Benjamin Franklin—the nation’s conscience—
who was in attendance, old and sickly and beyond his prime. 1hs
convention, however, brought together the brightest and best of a new
generation of patriotic young citizens of the United States. It was a
gathering of exceptionally talented, intelligent and like-minded men
united in their shared destiny to make the revolution succeed and
create in Washington'’s words “a Government under which life, liberty
and property will be secured to us ...” They had been greatly mﬂuence'd
by the ideas of the Enlightenment and expressed growing confidence in
reason and the principle of natural “inalienable” rights.

According to historian Hugh Brogan, the problem was difficult but
not unsolvable: How to develop a permanent structure that would
effectively and efficiently govern the nation and protect the
republican ideals of life, liberty and property? The challenge was
daunting and would nearly break the strongest delegates. Deliberations
were intense and the days were long. The proceedings were kept
secret so delegates could speak freely. Washington chaired and
Madison took notes that accurately and fairly recorded the debate.

The Signing of the Constitution of the United States, painted by Howard Chandler
Christy in 1940. The painting shows Washington standing, Franklin in front (in the
grey suit), Hamilton on his left and Madison on his right.

Underscoring the convention were important national issues that
many believed required a strong federal government to resolye. The
nation’s finances were a mess and the current economic crisis could
only be resolved, many believed, by a strong central government that
had the power to enact its will on the states and on individuals, The
country owed Europe money, war debts and foreign loans that it
could not repay. France was owed the most and it was important to
remember that without the French the US Revolution would have
failed. The United States still needed France as an ally and, therefore,
needed to repay the debt.

The Articles did not contain the mechanisms necessary for the federal
government to raise the funds to pay the debts or run the country,
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Debate
Washington vs, Jeffersgy

Washington believed Shay's
Rebellion showed conclusively
that the Articles of
Confederation were weak ang
needed revision. Jefferson
disagreed and said the
seriousness of the rebellion
was being used as justification
for giving more power to the
federal government.
Who do you support and
why? Which level of
government should have
the most power?
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The Influence of the
Enlightenment

The Enlightenment movement
challenged the religious and
political belief systems of the
18th century. Jefferson, Franklin
and other Americans were
influenced by the French
philosophers, Rousseau, Voltaire
and Montesquieu, whom they
had known personally. The
main tenet of Enlightenment
philosophy was the repudiation
of the divine right of kings. This,
in turn, accepted the truth of
inalienable natural rights,
extolled democracy and taught
that political power came from
the people, not a divinity. This
led to the principle of the
separation of powers between
church and state and a system
of checks and balances
between the executive,
legislative and judicial branches
of government to insure no
branch could supercede
another. Most radical of all was
the argument for abolishing the
monarchy in favour of a
republic. The Constitution of the
United States gives testimony
to the influence of the
Enlightenment on the founding
fathers,
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