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A Letter to James Duane from Alexander Hamilton (3rd of September, 1780) 

Agreeably to your request and my promise I sit down to give you my ideas of the defects of our present 
system, and the changes necessary to save us from ruin. They may perhaps be the reveries of a projector 
rather than the sober views of a politician. You will judge of them, and make what use you please of them. 

The fundamental defect is a want of power in Congress… It may however be said that it has originated 
from three causes--an excess of the spirit of liberty which has made the particular states show a jealousy of 
all power not in their own hands; and this jealousy has led them to exercise a right of judging in the last 
resort of the measures recommended by Congress, and of acting according to their own opinions of their 
propriety or necessity, a diffidence in Congress of their own powers, by which they have been timid and 
indecisive in their resolutions, constantly making concessions to the states, till they have scarcely left 
themselves the shadow of power; a want of sufficient means at their disposal to answer the public 
exigencies and of vigor to draw forth those means; which have occasioned them to depend on the states 
individually to fulfil their engagements with the army, and the consequence of which has been to ruin their 
influence and credit with the army, to establish its dependence on each state separately rather than on them, 
that is rather than on the whole collectively. 

It may be pleaded, that Congress had never any definitive powers granted them and of course could 
exercise none--could do nothing more than recommend. The manner in which Congress was appointed 
would warrant, and the public good required, that they should have considered themselves as vested with 
full power to preserve the republic from harm. They have done many of the highest acts of sovereignty, 
which were always chearfully submitted to--the declaration of independence, the declaration of war, the 
levying an army, creating a navy, emitting money, making alliances with foreign powers, appointing a 
dictator &c. &c.--all these implications of a complete sovereignty were never disputed, and ought to have 
been a standard for the whole conduct of Administration. Undefined powers are discretionary powers, 
limited only by the object for which they were given--in the present case, the independence and freedom of 
America…Congress have even descended from the authority which the spirit of that act gives them, while 
the particular states have no further attended to it than as it suited their pretensions and convenience… 

But the confederation itself is defective and requires to be altered; it is neither fit for war, nor peace. The 
idea of an uncontrolable sovereignty in each state, over its internal police, will defeat the other powers 
given to Congress, and make our union feeble and precarious. There are instances without number, where 
acts necessary for the general good, and which rise out of the powers given to Congress must interfere with 
the internal police of the states, and there are as many instances in which the particular states by 
arrangements of internal police can effectually though indirectly counteract the arrangements of 
Congress… 

The confederation gives the states individually too much influence in the affairs of the army; they should 
have nothing to do with it. The entire formation and disposal of our military forces ought to belong to 
Congress. It is an essential cement of the union; and it ought to be the policy of Congress to destroy all 
ideas of state attachments in the army and make it look up wholly to them. For this purpose all 
appointments promotions and provisions whatsoever ought to be made by them. It may be apprehended that 
this may be dangerous to liberty. But nothing appears more evident to me, than that we run much greater 
risk of having a weak and disunited federal government, than one which will be able to usurp upon the 
rights of the people. Already some of the lines of the army would obey their states in opposition to 
Congress notwithstanding the pains we have taken to preserve the unity of the army--if any thing would 
hinder this it would be the personal influence of the General, a melancholy and mortifying consideration. 

… There is a wide difference between our situation and that of an empire under one simple form of 
government, distributed into counties provinces or districts, which have no legislatures but merely 
magistratical bodies to execute the laws of a common sovereign. Here the danger is that the sovereign will 
have too much power to oppress the parts of which it is composed. In our case, that of an empire composed 
of confederated states each with a government completely organised within itself, having all the means to 
draw its subjects to a close dependence on itself--the danger is directly the reverse. It is that the common 
sovereign will not have power sufficient to unite the different members together, and direct the common 
forces to the interest and happiness of the whole… 



...The confederation too gives the power of the purse too intirely to the state legislatures. It should provide 
perpetual funds in the disposal of Congress--by a land tax, poll tax, or the like. All imposts upon commerce 
ought to be laid by Congress and appropriated to their use, for without certain revenues, a government can 
have no power; that power, which holds the purse strings absolutely, must rule. This seems to be a medium, 
which without making Congress altogether independent will tend to give reality to its authority. 

Another defect in our system is want of method and energy in the administration.... Congress have kept the 
power too much into their own hands and have meddled too much with details of every sort. Congress is 
properly a deliberative corps and it forgets itself when it attempts to play the executive. It is impossible 
such a body, numerous as it is, constantly fluctuating, can ever act with sufficient decision, or with system. 
Two thirds of the members, one half the time, cannot know what has gone before them or what connection 
the subject in hand has to what has been transacted on former occasions. The members, who have been 
more permanent, will only give information, that promotes the side they espouse, in the present case, and 
will as often mislead as enlighten. The variety of business must distract, and the proneness of every 
assembly to debate must at all times delay. 

Lately Congress, convinced of these inconveniences, have gone into the measure of appointing boards…A 
single man, in each department of the administration, would be greatly preferable. It would give us a 
chance of more knowlege, more activity, more responsibility and of course more zeal and attention. Boards 
partake of a part of the inconveniencies of larger assemblies...not have the same abilities and knowlege as 
an administration by single men…The members of boards will take less pains to inform themselves and 
arrive to eminence, because they have fewer motives to do it. All these reasons conspire to give a 
preference to the plan of vesting the great executive departments of the state in the hands of individuals. As 
these men will be of course at all times under the direction of Congress, we shall blend the advantages of a 
monarchy and republic in our constitution. 

A question has been made, whether single men could be found to undertake these offices. I think they 
could, because there would be then every thing to excite the ambition of candidates. But in order to this 
Congress by their manner of appointing them and the line of duty marked out must show that they are in 
earnest in making these offices, offices of real trust and importance. 

I fear a little vanity has stood in the way of these arrangements, as though they would lessen the importance 
of Congress and leave them nothing to do. But they would have precisely the same rights and powers as 
heretofore, happily disencumbered of the detail. They would have to inspect the conduct of their ministers, 
deliberate upon their plans, originate others for the public good--only observing this rule that they ought to 
consult their ministers, and get all the information and advice they could from them, before they entered 
into any new measures or made changes in the old. 

A third defect is the fluctuating constitution of our army. This has been a pregnant source of evil; all our 
military misfortunes, three fourths of our civil embarrassments are to be ascribed to it…The imperfect and 
unequal provision made for the army is a fourth defect which you will find delineated in the same letter. 
Without a speedy change the army must dissolve; it is now a mob, rather than an army…We begin to hate 
the country for its neglect of us; the country begins to hate us for our oppressions of them. The present 
mode of supplying the army--by state purchases--is not one of the least considerable defects of our system. 
It is too precarious a dependence, because the states will never be sufficiently impressed with our 
necessities…Very little of the money raised in the several states will go into the Continental treasury, on 
pretence, that it is all exhausted in providing the quotas of supplies, and the public will be without funds for 
the other demands of governments. The expence will be ultimately much greater and the advantages much 
smaller… 

1. What are the deficiencies through the eyes of Hamilton? 
 
 
2. What changes do you believe Hamilton is advocating? 
 
 
3. Is Hamilton arguing for more freedom, order, or a combination of both? Why? 


