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From Paris, December 20, 1787

Jefferson shares his first impressions of the proposed Constitution with Madison:

I like much the general idea of framing a government which should go on of itself peaceably, without
needing continual recurrence to the state legislatures. I like the organization of the government into
Legislative, Judiciary & Executive. I like the power given the Legislature to levy taxes, and for that reason
solely approve of the greater house being chosen by the people directly. For tho' I think a house chosen
by them will be very illy qualified to legislate for the Union, for foreign nations &c. yet this evil does not
weigh against the good of preserving inviolate the fundamental principle that the people are not to be
taxed but by representatives chosen immediately by themselves. I am captivated by the compromise of
the opposite claims of the great & little states, of the latter to equal, and the former to proportional
influence. I am much pleased too with the substitution of the method of voting by persons, instead of
that of voting by states: and I like the negative given to the Executive with a third of either house,
though I should have liked it better had the Judiciary been associated for that purpose, or invested with a
similar and separate power…
I will now add what I do not like. First the omission of a bill of rights providing clearly & without the aid
of sophisms for freedom of religion, freedom of the press, protection against standing armies, restriction
against monopolies, the eternal & unremitting force of the habeas corpus laws, and trials by jury… a bill
of rights is what the people are entitled to against every government on earth, general or particular, &
what no just government should refuse, or rest on inferences.
The second feature I dislike, and greatly dislike, is the abandonment in every instance of the necessity of
rotation in office, and most particularly in the case of the President. Experience concurs with reason in
concluding that the first magistrate will always be re-elected if the Constitution permits it. He is then an
officer for life… An incapacity to be elected a second time would have been the only effectual
preventative. The power of removing him every fourth year by the vote of the people is a power which
will not be exercised. The king of Poland is removable every day by the Diet, yet he is never removed…
I own I am not a friend to a very energetic government. It is always oppressive. The late rebellion
in Massachusetts has given more alarm than I think it should have done…
I think our governments will remain virtuous for many centuries; as long as [the people] are
chiefly agricultural; and this will be as long as there shall be vacant lands in any part of America.
When they get piled upon one another in large cities, as in Europe, they will become corrupt as
in Europe. Above all things I hope the education of the common people will be attended to;
convinced that on their good sense we may rely with the most security for the preservation of a
due degree of liberty…
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