
 

Source A:  Alexander Hamilton, letter to James Duane describing the imbalance of 
power between state and federal governments (excerpt), September 3, 1780 

The fundamental defect is a want of power in Congress. It is hardly worthwhile to show in what 
this consists, as it seems to be universally acknowledged, or to point out how it has happened, 
as the only question is how to remedy it. 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 fulfill 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.… 
 
But the confederation itself is defective and requires to be altered; it is neither fit for war, nor 
peace. The idea of an uncontrollable 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. You have already had 
examples of this for which I refer you to your own memory.… 
 
The confederation too gives the power of the purse too entirely 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. This has partly 
resulted from the other defect, but in a great degree from prejudice and the want of a proper 
executive. 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.  
 


