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Excerpts from Federalist #10: “The Utility of the Union as a Safeguard Against  
Domestic Faction and Insurrection (continued)” 

November 22, 1787 [James Madison] 
 
To the People of the State of New York: 
 
Among the numerous advantages promised by a well-constructed Union, none deserves to be more accurately 
developed than its tendency to break and control the violence of faction….  By a faction, I understand a number 
of citizens, whether amounting to a majority or a minority of the whole, who are united and actuated by some 
common impulse of passion, or of interest, adverse to the rights of other citizens, or to the permanent and 
aggregate interests of the community…. 
 
The latent causes of faction are thus sown in the nature of man; and we see them everywhere brought into 
different degrees of activity, according to the different circumstances of civil society. A zeal for different 
opinions concerning religion, concerning government, and many other points, as well of speculation as of 
practice; an attachment to different leaders ambitiously contending for pre-eminence and power; or to persons 
of other descriptions whose fortunes have been interesting to the human passions, have, in turn, divided 
mankind into parties, inflamed them with mutual animosity, and rendered them much more disposed to vex 
and oppress each other than to co-operate for their common good…. But the most common and durable source 
of factions has been the various and unequal distribution of property…. 
 
….the causes of faction cannot be removed, and that relief is only to be sought in the means of controlling its 
effects. 
 
If a faction consists of less than a majority, relief is supplied by the republican principle, which enables the 
majority to defeat its sinister views by regular vote. It may clog the administration, it may convulse the society; 
but it will be unable to execute and mask its violence under the forms of the Constitution. When a majority is 
included in a faction, the form of popular government, on the other hand, enables it to sacrifice to its ruling 
passion or interest both the public good and the rights of other citizens. To secure the public good and private 
rights against the danger of such a faction, and at the same time to preserve the spirit and the form of popular 
government, is then the great object to which our inquiries are directed…. 
 
By what means is this object attainable? Evidently by one of two [ways]. Either the existence of the same 
passion or interest in a majority at the same time must be prevented, or the majority, having such coexistent 
passion or interest, must be rendered, by their number and local situation, unable to concert and carry into 
effect schemes of oppression…. 
 
[Note from your teacher: I’m sure you’re about to notice this anyway, but just in case you don’t… Madison uses the term 
‘democracy’ to refer to a relatively small nation-state in which most or all citizens can participate more or less directly in 
making decisions for the nation-state—what we would call ‘direct democracy’.  He uses the term ‘republic’ to refer to a 
larger nation-state like the U.S. was becoming in which people appoint representatives to meet together and make major 
decisions on their behalf. You already know both of these terms, so I’m not worried. Please continue…]  
 
….a pure democracy, by which I mean a society consisting of a small number of citizens, who assemble and 
administer the government in person, can admit of no cure for the mischiefs of faction. A common passion or 
interest will, in almost every case, be felt by a majority of the whole; a communication and concert result from 
the form of government itself; and there is nothing to check the inducements to sacrifice the weaker party or an 
obnoxious individual. Hence it is that such democracies have ever been spectacles of turbulence and 
contention… 
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A republic, by which I mean a government in which the scheme of representation takes place, opens a different 
prospect, and promises the cure for which we are seeking…. 
 
The two great points of difference between a democracy and a republic are: first, the delegation of the 
government, in the latter, to a small number of citizens elected by the rest; secondly, the greater number of 
citizens, and greater sphere of country, over which the latter may be extended. 
 
The effect of the first difference is, on the one hand, to refine and enlarge the public views, by passing them 
through the medium of a chosen body of citizens, whose wisdom may best discern the true interest of their 
country, and whose patriotism and love of justice will be least likely to sacrifice it to temporary or partial 
considerations….  
 
[It] is to be remarked that, however small the republic may be, the representatives must be raised to a certain 
number, in order to guard against the cabals of a few; and that, however large it may be, they must be limited 
to a certain number, in order to guard against the confusion of a multitude….it follows that, if the proportion of 
fit characters be not less in the large than in the small republic, the former will present a greater option, and 
consequently a greater probability of a fit choice. 
 
In the next place, as each representative will be chosen by a greater number of citizens in the large than in the 
small republic, it will be more difficult for unworthy candidates to practice with success the vicious arts by 
which elections are too often carried;… 
 
The other point of difference is, the greater number of citizens and extent of territory which may be brought 
within the compass of republican than of democratic government… 
 
The influence of factious leaders may kindle a flame within their particular States, but will be unable to spread 
a general conflagration through the other States. A religious sect may degenerate into a political faction in a 
part of the Confederacy; but the variety of sects dispersed over the entire face of it must secure the national 
councils against any danger from that source. A rage for paper money, for an abolition of debts, for an equal 
division of property, or for any other improper or wicked project, will be less apt to pervade the whole body of 
the Union than a particular member of it; in the same proportion as such a malady is more likely to taint a 
particular county or district, than an entire State. 
 
In the extent and proper structure of the Union, therefore, we behold a republican remedy for the diseases most 
incident to republican government. And according to the degree of pleasure and pride we feel in being 
republicans, ought to be our zeal in cherishing the spirit and supporting the character of Federalists.  

 
~~Publius 

 
******************************************************************************************************************* 
Questions: 

1.   What did Madison mean by a “faction”?  According to him, what caused factions? 

2.   According to Madison, why are factions dangerous? 

3.   How does Madison refute the prevailing view that democracy was possible only in a small state? 

4.   How does Madison justify the new central government envisioned in the Constitution? 

5.   What were Madison’s views on minority rights? (How would “interests” or “factions”—especially those  

based on property and economic considerations—fit into the new form of government?) 

6.   On the basis of Federalist #10, would you describe Madison as a democrat? Why or why not? 
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{This is a sample APARTY over a document for which we know the author(s), should have extensive information available regarding 
the date, location, purpose, etc. Much of it is thus built on close reading combined with historical context and relevant synthesis.} 

      

APARTY – Federalist #10 Excerpts 

 

A – James Madison – future President of the U.S., suggesting power and influence and the support of 

many people. At the time he wrote this, he’d just finished helping to write the new U.S. Constitution, 

and is often called “The Father of the Constitution.” This means he was an expert on what the 

Constitution says and intends, and has every qualification to explain it here. He’s not a ‘neutral’ 

observer, of course – he has great interest in this Constitution being approved. He’ll soon craft a ‘Bill 

of Rights’ based on various state constitutions as part of a compromise to make sure it’s ratified. He’s a 

successful, educated, white, male, so however good his intentions, his perspective is limited by his 

status and the times in which he lived.  

 

P – Written ‘to the people of New York’ in November of 1787. With minimal research, I see that once 

published in major New York papers, these Federalist Essays were reprinted around the country. This 

was a time of some uncertainty, as it wasn’t guaranteed the new Constitution would be approved. 

This was still a very new baby country, and it was important that people feel like someone had some 

idea what was going on and how things were going to be run.  

 

A - His audience was technically the entire nation, but realistically he was targeting the folks who 

read newspapers and who had political influence (since he’s trying to get the Constitution ratified). 

He was able to use fairly sophisticated vocabulary and complex reasoning because his audience was 

by default educated white male voters. If he were trying to reach a wider audience, he’d probably 

have simplified his language. 

 

R – Like all of the Federalist Essays, Madison is trying to PERSUADE people to approve the new 

Constitution. This particular essay is attempting to assuage fears that allowing every (OK, ‘every’ by 

the standards of the day) citizen a more or less equal voice in government would lead to some groups 

coming together to abuse or overwhelm others – ‘mob rule’.  

 

T – People will always want different things and join together with different interests – sometimes 

sincerely, and sometimes because they’re being manipulated by men who want more power and 

influence. Large nations w/ republic forms of government like ours will actually prove a strength 

when it comes to factions and special interests, because they’ll offset one another and it will be 

difficult for any one group to have too much power.  

 

Y – This is an American Government class and we’re looking at the new Constitution and trying to 

figure out how it works and if it works, so this fits in time and subject-wise. I know from watching 

the required videos that this is one of the Big Two Federalist Essays, so that’s probably a reason we 

read it as well. It’s also topical because of the number of divisions and special interests vying for 

power in American society and politics today.  
  


