
[ DC3-03-09-06_Smith Speech_25Jun88 ]

csac.history.wisc.edu > Document Collections > Constitutional Debates: Federalist and
Antifederalist Essays > The Debate Over the Senate > Term of Office of Senators

Melancton Smith Speech: New York Convention
25 June 1788 (excerpt)
. . . I concur with the honorable gentleman [Alexander Hamilton], that there is a necessity

for giving this branch a greater stability than the house of representatives. I think his reasons are
conclusive on this point. But, Sir, it does not follow from this position that the senators ought to
hold their places during life. Declaring them ineligible during a certain term after six years, is
far from rendering them less stable than is necessary. We think the amendment will place the
senate in a proper medium between a fluctuating and a perpetual body. As the clause now stands,
there is no doubt that the senators will hold their office perpetually; and in this situation, they
must of necessity lose their dependence and attachment to the people. It is certainly inconsistent
with the established principles of republicanism, that the senate should be a fixed and unchange-
able body of men. There should be then some constitutional provision against this evil. A rotation
I consider as the best possible mode of affecting a remedy. The amendment will not only have
a tendency to defeat any plots, which may be formed against the liberty and authority of the state
governments, but will be the best means to extinguish the factions which often prevail, and which
are sometimes so fatal in legislative bodies. This appears to me an important consideration. We
have generally found, that perpetual bodies have either combined in some scheme of usurpation,
or have been torn and distracted with cabals—Both have been the source of misfortunes to the
state. Most people acquainted with history will acknowledge these facts. Our Congress would
have been a fine field for party spirit to act in—That body would undoubtedly have suffered all
the evils of faction, had it not been secured by the rotation established by the articles of the
confederation. I think a rotation in the government is a very important and truly republican
institution. All good republicans, I presume to say, will treat it with respect.

It is a circumstance strongly in favor of rotation, that it will have a tendency to diffuse a more
general spirit of emulation, and to bring forward into office the genius and abilities of the con-
tinent—The ambition of gaining the qualifications necessary to govern, will be in some propor-
tion to the chance of success. If the office is to be perpetually confined to a few, other men of
equal talents and virtue, but not possessed of so extensive an influence, may be discouraged from
aspiring to it. The more perfectly we are versed in the political science, the more firmly will the
happy principles of republicanism be supported. The true policy of constitutions will be to
increase the information of the country, and disseminate the knowledge of government as uni-
versally as possible. If this be done, we shall have, in any dangerous emergency, a numerous
body of enlightened citizens, ready for the call of their country. As the constitution now is, you
only give an opportunity to two men to be acquainted with the public affairs. It is a maxim with
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me, that every man employed in a high office by the people, should from time to time return to
them, that he may be in a situation to satisfy them with respect to his conduct and the measures
of administration. If I recollect right, it was observed by an honorable member from New-York
[Robert R. Livingston], that this amendment would be an infringement of the natural rights of
the people. I humbly conceive, if the gentleman reflects maturely on the nature of his argument,
he will acknowledge its weakness. What is government itself, but a restraint upon the natural
rights of the people? What constitution was ever devised, that did not operate as a restraint on
their original liberties? What is the whole system of qualifications, which take place in all free
governments, but a restraint? Why is a certain age made necessary? Why a certain term of
citizenship? This constitution itself, Sir, has restraints innumerable.—The amendment, it is true,
may exclude two of the best men: but it can rarely happen, that the state will sustain any material
loss by this. I hope and believe that we shall always have more than two men, who are capable
of discharging the duty of a senator. But if it should so happen that the state possessed only two
capable men, it will be necessary that they should return home, from time to time, to inspect
and regulate our domestic affairs. I do not conceive the state can suffer any inconvenience. The
argument indeed might have some weight were the representation very large: But as the power
is to be exercised upon only two men, the apprehensions of the gentlemen are entirely without
foundation.

With respect to the second part of the amendment, I would observe that as the senators are
the representatives of the state legislatures, it is reasonable and proper that they should be under
their controul. When a state sends an agent commissioned to transact any business, or perform
any service, it certainly ought to have a power to recall him. These are plain principles, and so
far as they apply to the case under examination, they ought to be adopted by us. Form this
government as you please, you must at all events lodge in it very important powers: These powers
must be in the hands of a few men, so situated as to produce a small degree of responsibility.
These circumstances ought to put us upon our guard; and the inconvenience of this necessary
delegation of power should be corrected, by providing some suitable checks.

Against this part of the amendment a great deal of argument has been used, and with con-
siderable plausibility. It is said if the amendment takes place, the senators will hold their office
only during the pleasure of the state legislatures, and consequently will not possess the necessary
firmness and stability. I conceive, Sir, there is a fallacy in this argument, founded upon the
suspicion that the legislature of a state will possess the qualities of a mob, and be incapable of
any regular conduct. I know that the impulses of the multitude are inconsistent with systematic
government. The people are frequently incompetent to deliberate discussion, and subject to
errors and imprudencies. Is this the complexion of the state legislatures? I presume it is not. I
presume that they are never actuated by blind impulses—that they rarely do things hastily and
without consideration. My apprehension is, that the power of recall would not be exercised as
often as it ought. It is highly improbable that a man, in whom the state has confided, and who
has an established influence, will be recalled, unless his conduct has been notoriously wicked.—
The arguments of the gentleman therefore, do not apply in this case. It is further observed, that
it would be improper to give the legislatures this power, because the local interests and prejudices
of the states ought not to be admitted into the general government; and that if the senator is
rendered too dependent on his constituents, he will sacrifice the interests of the Union to the
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policy of his state. Sir, the senate has been generally held up by all parties as a safeguard to the
rights of the several states. In this view, the closest connection between them has been considered
as necessary. But now it seems we speak a different language—We now look upon the least
attachment to their states as dangerous—We are now for separating them, and rendering them
entirely independent, that we may root out the last vestige of state sovereignty.
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