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George Washington on Leadership 
 

To Committee of Congress, January 29, 1778 (Valley Forge) 
 
 
…Something must be done, important alterations must be made; necessity requires that our 
resources should be enlarged and our system improved for without it, if the dissolution of the 
army should not be the consequence at least, its operations must infallibly be feeble, languid and 
ineffectual…. A small knowledge of human 
nature will convince us, that, with far the 
greatest part of mankind, interest is the 
governing principle; and that almost every 
man is more or less, under its influence. 
Motives of public virtue may for a time, or in 
particular instances, actuate men to the 
observance of a conduct purely disinterested; 
but they are not of themselves sufficient to 
produce a persevering conformity to the refined 
dictates and obligations of social duty. Few 
men are capable of making a continual sacrifice 
of all views of private interest, or advantage, to 
the common good. It is vain to exclaim against 
the depravity of human nature on this account; 
the fact is so, the experience of every age and nation has proved it and we must in a great 
measure, change the constitution of man, before we can make it otherwise. No institution, not 
built on the presumptive truth of these maxims can succeed.  
 
To Henry Lee, October 31, 1786 (Mount Vernon) 
 
…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…. 


