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LETTER VI.
December 25, 1787.

Dear Sir, My former letters to you, respecting the constitution proposed, were calculated
merely to lead to a fuller investigation of the subject; having more extensively considered it, and
the opinions of others relative to it, I shall, in a few letters, more particularly endeavour to point
out the defects, and propose amendments. I shall in this make only a few general and introductory
observations, which, in the present state of the momentous question, may not be improper; and
I leave you, in all cases, to decide by a careful examination of my works, upon the weight of my
arguments, the propriety of my remarks, the uprightness of my intentions, and the extent of my
candor—I presume I am writing to a man of candor and reflection, and not to an ardent, peevish,
or impatient man.

When the constitution was first published, there appeared to prevail a misguided zeal to
prevent a fair unbiassed examination of a subject of infinite importance to this people and their
posterity—to the cause of liberty and the rights of mankind—and it was the duty of those who
saw a restless ardor, or design, attempting to mislead the people by a parade of names and
misrepresentations, to endeavour to prevent their having their intended effects. The only way to
stop the passions of men in their career is, coolly to state facts, and deliberately to avow the
truth—and to do this we are frequently forced into a painful view of men and measures.

Since I wrote to you in October, I have heard much said, and seen many pieces written,
upon the subject in question; and on carefully examining them on both sides, I find much less
reason for changing my sentiments, respecting the good and defective parts of the system proposed
than I expected—The opposers, as well as the advocates of it, confirm me in my opinion, that
this system affords, all circumstances considered, a better basis to build upon than the confed-
eration. And as to the principal defects, as the smallness of the representation, the insecurity of
elections, the undue mixture of powers in the senate, the insecurity of some essential rights, &c.
the opposition appears, generally, to agree respecting them, and many of the ablest advocates
virtually to admit them—Clear it is, the latter do not attempt manfully to defend these defective
parts, but to cover them with a mysterious veil; they concede, they retract; they say we could do
no better; and some of them, when a little out of temper, and hard pushed, use arguments that
do more honor to their ingenuity, than to their candor and firmness.

Three states have now adopted the constitution without amendments; these, and other cir-
cumstances, ought to have their weight in deciding the question, whether we will put the system
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into operation, adopt it, enumerate and recommend the necessary amendments, which after-
wards, by three-fourths of the states, may be ingrafted into the system, or whether we will make
the amendments prior to the adoption—I only undertake to shew amendments are essential and
necessary—how far it is practicable to ingraft them into the plan, prior to the adoption, the state
conventions must determine. Our situation is critical, and we have but our choice of evils—We
may hazard much by adopting the constitution in its present form—we may hazard more by
rejecting it wholly—we may hazard much by long contending about amendments prior to the
adoption. The greatest political evils that can befal us, are discords and civil wars—the greatest
blessings we can wish for, are peace, union, and industry, under a mild, free, and steady govern-
ment. Amendments recommended will tend to guard and direct the administration—but there
will be danger that the people, after the system shall be adopted, will become inattentive to
amendments—Their attention is now awake—the discussion of the subject, which has already
taken place, has had a happy effect—it has called forth the able advocates of liberty, and tends
to renew, in the minds of the people, their true republican jealousy and vigilance, the strongest
guard against the abuses of power; but the vigilance of the people is not sufficiently constant to
be depended on—Fortunate it is for the body of a people, if they can continue attentive to their
liberties, long enough to erect for them a temple, and constitutional barriers for their permanent
security: when they are well fixed between the powers of the rulers and the rights of the people,
they become visible boundaries, constantly seen by all, and any transgression of them is imme-
diately discovered: they serve as centinels for the people at all times, and especially in those
unavoidable intervals of inattention.

Some of the advocates, I believe, will agree to recommend good amendments; but some of
them will only consent to recommend indefinite, specious, but unimportant ones; and this only
with a view to keep the door open for obtaining in some favourable moment, their main object,
a complete consolidation of the states, and a government much higher toned, less republican
and free than the one proposed. If necessity, therefore, should ever oblige us to adopt the system,
and recommend amendments, the true friends of a federal republic must see they are well
defined, and well calculated, not only to prevent our system of government moving further from
republican principles and equality, but to bring it back nearer to them—they must be constantly
on their guard against the address, flattery, and manœuvres of their adversaries.

The gentlemen who oppose the constitution, or contend for amendments in it, are fre-
quently, and with much bitterness, charged with wantonly attacking the men who framed it.
The unjustness of this charge leads me to make one observation upon the conduct of parties,
&c. Some of the advocates are only pretended federalists; in fact they wish for an abolition of
the state governments. Some of them I believe to be honest federalists, who wish to preserve
substantially the state governments united under an efficient federal head; and many of them
are blind tools without any object. Some of the opposers also are only pretended federalists,
who want no federal government, or one merely advisory. Some of them are the true federalists,
their object, perhaps, more clearly seen, is the same with that of the honest federalists; and
some of them, probably, have no distinct object. We might as well call the advocates and
opposers tories and whigs, or any thing else, as federalists and anti-federalists. To be for or
against the constitution, as it stands, is not much evidence of a federal disposition; if any names
are applicable to the parties, on account of their general politics, they are those of republicans
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and anti-republicans. The opposers are generally men who support the rights of the body of
the people, and are properly republicans. The advocates are generally men not very friendly to
those rights, and properly anti-republicans. . . .
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