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Among the hundreds of pamphlets, newspaper articles, and published speeches opposing the new 
Constitution, a few were judged especially outstanding and have earned enduring fame. Among 
these, certainly, are the Letters from the Federal Farmer, which were widely read in pamphlet 
form after appearing initially in the Poughkeepsie Country Journal between November 1787 and 
January 1788. The seventh number developed one of the deepest concerns of many opponents of 
the Constitution: that the people could not be adequately represented in a single national 
legislature and, as power gravitated increasingly into federal hands, would end up being ruled 
by a few great men. 
Most recent authorities reject the traditional identification of the “Federal Farmer” as 
Virginia’s Richard Henry Lee. Several suspect that the author may have been Melancton Smith, 
some of whose speeches in the New York ratifying convention contain close parallels to passages 
in the letters. But, whoever the author, his concern with an inadequate representation and the 
creation of a unitary or “consolidated” central government is necessary background for an 
understanding of the arguments that would divide the first American parties.1

 
  

Dear Sir, 

In viewing the various governments instituted by mankind, we see their whole force reducible to 

two principles— … force and persuasion. By the former men are compelled, by the latter they 

are drawn. We denominate a government despotic or free as the one or other principle prevails in 

it. . . . In despotic governments one man, or a few men, independent of the people, generally 

make the laws, command obedience, and enforce it by the sword: one-fourth part of the people 

are armed and obliged to endure the fatigues of soldiers to oppress the others and keep them 

subject to the laws. In free governments the people, or their representatives, make the laws; their 

execution is principally the effect of voluntary consent and aid; the people respect the magistrate, 

follow their private pursuits, and enjoy the fruits of their labor with very small deductions for the 

public use. The body of the people must evidently prefer the latter species of government; and it 

can be only those few who may be well paid for the part they take in enforcing despotism that 
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can, for a moment, prefer the former. Our true object is to give full efficacy to one principle, to 

arm persuasion on every side, and to render force as little necessary as possible. Persuasion is 

never dangerous, not even in despotic governments; but military force, if often applied internally, 

can never fail to destroy the love and confidence, and break the spirits, of the people, and to 

render it totally impracticable and unnatural for him or them who govern … to hold their places 

by the peoples’ elections… . 

The plan proposed will have a doubtful operation between the two principles; and whether it will 

preponderate towards persuasion or force is uncertain. 

Government must exist—If the persuasive principle be feeble, force is infallibly the next resort. 

The moment the laws of Congress shall be disregarded they must languish, and the whole system 

be convulsed—that moment we must have recourse to this next resort, and all freedom vanish. 

It being impracticable for the people to assemble to make laws, they must elect legislators and 

assign men to the different departments of the government. In the representative branch we must 

expect chiefly to collect the confidence of the people, and in it to find almost entirely the force of 

persuasion. In forming this branch, therefore, several important considerations must be attended 

to. It must possess abilities to discern the situation of the people and of public affairs, a 

disposition to sympathize with the people, and a capacity and inclination to make laws congenial 

to their circumstances and condition; it must possess the confidence and have the voluntary 

support of the people… . 

A fair and equal representation is that in which the interests, feelings, opinions and views of the 

people are collected in such manner as they would be were the people all assembled. … [But] 

there is no substantial representation of the people provided for in [the new] government, in 

which the most essential powers, even as to the internal police of the country, are proposed to be 



lodged. … There ought to be an increase of the numbers of representatives: And … the elections 

of them ought to be better secured. 

The representation is insubstantial and ought to be increased. In matters where there is much 

room for opinion, you will not expect me to establish my positions with mathematical certainty; 

you must only expect my observations to be candid and such as are well founded in the mind of 

the writer. I am in a field where doctors disagree; and as to genuine representation, though no 

feature in government can be more important, perhaps no one has been less understood, and no 

one has received so imperfect a consideration by political writers. The ephori in Sparta and the 

tribunes in Rome were but the shadow [of representation]; the representation in Great Britain is 

unequal and insecure. In America we have done more in establishing this important branch on its 

true principles than, perhaps, all the world besides; yet even here, I conceive, that very great 

improvements in representation may be made. In fixing this branch, the situation of the people 

must be surveyed and the number of representatives and forms of election apportioned to that 

situation. When we find a numerous people settled in a fertile and extensive country, possessing 

equality, and few or none of them oppressed with riches or wants, it ought to be the anxious care 

of the constitution and laws to arrest them from national depravity and to preserve them in their 

happy condition. A virtuous people make just laws, and good laws tend to preserve unchanged a 

virtuous people. A virtuous and happy people, by laws uncongenial to their characters, may 

easily be gradually changed into servile and depraved creatures. Where the people, or their 

representatives, make the laws, it is probable they will generally be fitted to the national 

character and circumstances, unless the representation be partial and the imperfect substitute of 

the people. [Although] the people may be electors, if the representation be so formed as to give 

one or more of the natural classes of men in the society an undue ascendancy over the others, it is 



imperfect; the former will gradually become masters and the latter slaves. It is the first of all 

among the political balances to preserve in its proper station each of these classes. We talk of 

balances in the legislature and among the departments of government; we ought to carry them to 

the body of the people. … I have been sensibly struck with a sentence in the Marquis Beccaria’s 

treatise: this sentence was quoted by Congress in 1774, and is as follows:—“In every society 

there is an effort continually tending to confer on one part the height of power and happiness and 

to reduce the others to the extreme of weakness and misery; the intent of good laws is to oppose 

this effort and to diffuse their influence universally and equally.” Add to this Montesquieu’s 

opinion that “in a free state every man who is supposed to be a free agent ought to be concerned 

in his own government; therefore, the legislative should reside in the whole body of the people, 

or their representatives.” . . . It is deceiving a people to tell them they are electors and can choose 

their legislators if they cannot, in the nature of things, choose men from among themselves and 

genuinely like themselves. . . . 

These general observations will enable you to discern what I intend by different classes and the 

general scope of my ideas when I contend for uniting and balancing their interests, feelings, 

opinions, and views in the legislature; we may not only so unite and balance these as to prevent a 

change in the government by the gradual exaltation of one part to the depression of others, but 

we may derive many other advantages from the combination and full representation. A small 

representation can never be well informed as to the circumstances of the people; the members of 

it must be too far removed from the people, in general, to sympathize with them, and too few to 

communicate with them. A representation must be extremely imperfect where the representatives 

are not circumstanced to make the proper communications to their constituents, and where the 

constituents in turn cannot, with tolerable convenience, make known their wants, circumstances, 



and opinions to their representatives. Where there is but one representative to 30,000 or 40,000 

inhabitants, it appears to me, he can only mix and be acquainted with a few respectable 

characters among his constituents; even double the federal representation, and then there must be 

a very great distance between the representatives and the people in general represented. On the 

proposed plan, the state of Delaware, the city of Philadelphia, the state of Rhode Island, the 

province of Maine, the county of Suffolk in Massachusetts will have one representative each; 

there can be but little personal knowledge, or but few communications, between him and the 

people at large of either of those districts. It has been observed that mixing only with the 

respectable men, he will get the best information and ideas from them; he will also receive 

impressions favorable to their purposes particularly. Many plausible shifts have been made to 

divert the mind from dwelling on this defective representation… . 

Could we get over all our difficulties respecting a balance of interests and party efforts to raise 

some and oppress others, the want of sympathy, information, and intercourse between the 

representatives and the people, an insuperable difficulty will still remain. I mean the constant 

liability of a small number of representatives to private combinations. The tyranny of the one or 

the licentiousness of the multitude are, in my mind, but small evils, compared with the factions 

of the few. It is a consideration well worth pursuing how far this house of representatives will be 

liable to be formed into private juntos, how far influenced by expectations of appointments and 

offices, how far liable to be managed by the president and senate, and how far the people will 

have confidence in them… . 

 


