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LETTER III. 
October 10th, 1787. 

Dear Sir, The great object of a free people must be so to form their government 
and laws and so to administer them as to create a confidence in, and respect for the 
laws; and thereby induce the sensible and virtuous part of the community to declare in 
favor of the laws, and to support them without an expensive military force. I wish, 
though I confess I have not much hope, that this may be the case with the laws of 
Congress under the new Constitution. I am fully convinced that we must organize the 
national government on different principles, and make the parts of it more efficient, and 
secure in it more effectually the different interests in the community; or else leave in 
the state governments some powers proposed to be lodged in it–at least till such an 
organization shall be found to be practicable. Not sanguine in my expectations of a good 
federal administration, and satisfied, as I am, of the impracticability of consolidating the 
states, and at the same time of preserving the rights of the people at large, I believe we 
ought still to leave some of those powers in the state governments, in which the people, 
in fact, will still be represented–to define some other powers proposed to be vested in 
the general government, more carefully, and to establish a few principles to secure a 
proper exercise of the powers given it. It is not my object to multiply objections, or to 
contend about inconsiderable powers or amendments. I wish the system adopted with a 
few alterations; but those, in my mind, are essential ones; if adopted without, every 
good citizen will acquiesce, though I shall consider the duration of our governments, and 
the liberties of this people, very much dependant on the administration of the general 
government. A wise and honest administration, may make the people happy under any 
government; but necessity only can justify even our leaving open avenues to the abuse 
of power, by wicked, unthinking, or ambitious men. I will examine, first, the organization 
of the proposed government in order to judge; 2d. with propriety, what powers are 
improperly, at least prematurely lodged in it. I shall examine, 3d, the undefined powers; 
and 4th, those powers, the exercise of which is not secured on safe and proper ground. 

First. As to the organization–the house of representatives, the democrative branch, 
as it is called, is to consist of 65 members; that is, about one representative for fifty 
thousand inhabitants, to be chosen biennially–the federal legislature may increase this 
number to one for every thirty thousand inhabitants, abating fractional numbers in each 
state.–Thirty-three representatives will make a quorum for doing business, and a 
majority of those present determine the sense of the house.–I have no idea that the 
interests, feelings, and opinions of three or four millions of people, especially touching 
internal taxation, can be collected in such a house.–In the nature of things, nine times in 
ten, men of elevated classes in the community only can be chosen–Connecticut, for 
instance, will have five representatives–not one man in a hundred of those who form 
the democrative branch in the state legislature, will on a fair computation, be one of the 
five–The people of this country, in one sense, may all be democratic; but if we make the 
proper distinction between the few men of wealth and abilities, and consider them, as 



we ought, as the natural aristocracy of the country, and the great body of the people, 
the middle and lower classes, as the democracy, this federal representative branch will 
have but very little democracy in it, even this small representation is not secured on 
proper principles.–The branches of the legislature are essential parts of the fundamental 
compact, and ought to be so fixed by the people, that the legislature cannot alter itself 
by modifying the elections of its own members. This, by a part of Art. 1. Sect. 4. the 
general legislature may do, it may evidently so regulate elections as to secure the choice 
of any particular description of men.–It may make the whole state one district–make 
the capital, or any place in the state, the place or places of election–it may declare that 
the five men (or whatever the number may be the state may chuse) who shall have the 
most votes shall be considered as chosen–In this case it is easy to perceive how the 
people who live scattered in the inland towns will bestow their votes on different men–
and how few men in a city, in any order or profession, may unite and place any five men 
they please highest among those that may be voted for–and all this may be done 
constitutionally, and by those silent operations, which are not immediately perceived by 
the people in general.–I know it is urged, that the general legislature will be disposed to 
regulate elections on fair and just principles:–This may be true–good men will generally 
govern well with almost any constitution: But why in laying the foundation of the social 
system, need we unnecessarily have a door open to improper regulations?–This is a very 
general and unguarded clause, and many evils may flow from that part which authorises 
the congress to regulate elections–Were it omitted, the regulations of elections would 
be solely in the respective states, where the people are substantially represented; and 
where the elections ought to be regulated, otherwise to secure a representation from 
all parts of the community, in making the constitution, we ought to provide for dividing 
each state into a proper number of districts, and for confining the electors in each 
district to the choice of some men, who shall have a permanent interest and residence 
in it; and also for this essential object, that the representative elected shall have a 
majority of the votes of those electors who shall attend and give their votes. 

In considering the practicability of having a full and equal representation of the 
people from all parts of the union, not only distances and different opinions, customs, 
and views, common in extensive tracts of country, are to be taken into view, but many 
differences peculiar to Eastern, Middle, and Southern States. These differences are not 
so perceivable among the members of congress, and men of general information in the 
state, as among the men who would properly form the democratic branch. The Eastern 
states are very democratic, and composed chiefly of moderate freeholders: they have 
but few rich men and no slaves; the Southern states are composed chiefly of rich 
planters and slaves; they have but few moderate freeholders, and the prevailing 
influence, in them, is generally a dissipated aristocracy: The Middle states partake partly 
of the Eastern, and partly of the Southern character. 
 Perhaps, nothing could be more disjointed, unweildly and incompetent to doing 
business with harmony and dispatch, than a federal house of representatives properly 
numerous for the great objects of taxation, &c. collected from the several states; 
whether such men would ever act in concert; whether they would not worry along a few 
years, and then be the means of separating the parts of the union, is very 



problematical?–View this system in whatever form we can, propriety brings us still to 
this point, a federal government possessed of general and complete powers, as to those 
national objects which cannot well come under the cognizance of the internal laws of 
the respective states, and this federal government, accordingly, consisting of branches 
not very numerous. 
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