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To the People of the State of New York:  

IN THE course of the preceding papers, I have endeavored, my fellow citizens, to place before 
you, in a clear and convincing light, the importance of Union to your political safety and 
happiness. I have unfolded to you a complication of dangers to which you would be exposed, 
should you permit that sacred knot which binds the people of America together be severed or 
dissolved by ambition or by avarice, by jealousy or by misrepresentation... If the road over which 
you will still have to pass should in some places appear to you tedious or irksome, you will 
recollect that you are in quest of information on a subject the most momentous which can engage 
the attention of a free people, that the field through which you have to travel is in itself spacious, 
and that the difficulties of the journey have been unnecessarily increased by the mazes with which 
sophistry has beset the way… 

In pursuance of the plan which I have laid down for the discussion of the subject, the point 
next in order to be examined is the "insufficiency of the present Confederation to 
the preservation of the Union." It may perhaps be asked what need there is of reasoning or 
proof to illustrate a position which is not either controverted or doubted, to which the 
understandings and feelings of all classes of men assent, and which in substance is admitted by the 
opponents as well as by the friends of the new Constitution. It must in truth be acknowledged 
that, however these may differ in other respects, they in general appear to harmonize in this 
sentiment, at least, that there are material imperfections in our national system, and that 
something is necessary to be done to rescue us from impending anarchy… 

We may indeed with propriety be said to have reached almost the last stage of 
national humiliation. There is scarcely anything that can wound the pride or degrade the 
character of an independent nation which we do not experience... Do we owe debts to 
foreigners and to our own citizens contracted in a time of imminent peril for the preservation of 
our political existence? These remain without any proper or satisfactory provision for their 
discharge. Have we valuable territories and important posts in the possession of a foreign power 
which, by express stipulations, ought long since to have been surrendered? These are still 
retained, to the prejudice of our interests, not less than of our rights. Are we in a condition to 
resent or to repel the aggression? We have neither troops, nor treasury, nor government.  Are 
we entitled by nature and compact to a free participation in the navigation of the Mississippi? 
Spain excludes us from it. Is public credit an indispensable resource in time of public danger? We 
seem to have abandoned its cause as desperate and irretrievable…. 

This is the melancholy situation to which we have been brought by those very maxims and 
councils which would now deter us from adopting the proposed Constitution; and which, not 
content with having conducted us to the brink of a precipice, seem resolved to plunge us into the 
abyss that awaits us below. Here, my countrymen, impelled by every motive that ought 
to influence an enlightened people, let us make a firm stand for our safety, our 
tranquility, our dignity, our reputation. Let us at last break the fatal charm which 
has too long seduced us from the paths of felicity and prosperity. 

It is true, as has been before observed that facts, too stubborn to be resisted, have produced a 
species of general assent to the abstract proposition that there exist material defects in our 
national system; but the usefulness of the concession, on the part of the old adversaries of federal 
measures, is destroyed by a strenuous opposition to a remedy, upon the only principles that can 
give it a chance of success. While they admit that the government of the United States is destitute 
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of energy, they contend against conferring upon it those powers which are requisite to supply 
that energy. They seem still to aim at things repugnant and irreconcilable; at an augmentation of 
federal authority, without a diminution of State authority; at sovereignty in the Union, and 
complete independence in the members. They still, in fine, seem to cherish with blind 
devotion the political monster of an imperium in imperio.  This renders a full display of 
the principal defects of the Confederation necessary, in order to show that the evils we 
experience do not proceed from minute or partial imperfections, but from 
fundamental errors in the structure of the building, which cannot be amended 
otherwise than by an alteration in the first principles and main pillars of the fabric…. 

Government implies the power of making laws. It is essential to the idea of a law, that it be 
attended with a sanction; or, in other words, a penalty or punishment for disobedience. If there 
be no penalty annexed to disobedience, the resolutions or commands which pretend to be laws 
will, in fact, amount to nothing more than advice or recommendation… Such a state of things 
can certainly not deserve the name of government, nor would any prudent man choose to 
commit his happiness to it. 

There was a time when we were told that breaches, by the States, of the regulations of the 
federal authority were not to be expected; that a sense of common interest would preside over 
the conduct of the respective members, and would beget a full compliance with all the 
constitutional requisitions of the Union… Why has government been instituted at all? Because 
the passions of men will not conform to the dictates of reason and justice, without constraint... 

In our case, the concurrence of thirteen distinct sovereign wills is requisite, under the 
Confederation, to the complete execution of every important measure that proceeds from the 
Union. It has happened as was to have been foreseen. The measures of the Union have not been 
executed; the delinquencies of the States have, step by step, matured themselves to an extreme, 
which has, at length, arrested all the wheels of the national government, and brought them to an 
awful stand. Congress at this time scarcely possess the means of keeping up the forms of 
administration, till the States can have time to agree upon a more substantial substitute for the 
present shadow of a federal government… Each State, yielding to the persuasive voice of 
immediate interest or convenience, has successively withdrawn its support, till the frail and 
tottering edifice seems ready to fall upon our heads, and to crush us beneath its ruins. 
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Questions to Consider: 

1. What is Hamilton’s thesis? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Identify two pieces of evidence that Hamilton uses to support his argument. 
 

a)    _____________________________________________________________________ 
 

b)   _____________________________________________________________________ 
 

3. How do you think that Hamilton sought to affect his readers’ thinking in this essay? 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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