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CLUES  
to Critical Thinking 
Federalist No. 10

By James Madison, November 
23, 1787

Of all the Federalist Papers, perhaps none 
has received as much scrutiny and discussion 
as Madison’s Federalist No. 10 and his claim 
that interest groups—or factions, as he calls 
them—can potentially threaten the very 
health of a society.

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. The 
friend of popular governments never 
finds himself so much alarmed for 
their character and fate, as when he 
contemplates their propensity to this 
dangerous vice. . . .

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, adversed to the rights of other 
citizens, or to the permanent and 
aggregate interests of the community.

There are two methods of curing 
the mischiefs of faction: the one, by 
removing its causes; the other, by 
controlling its effects.

There are again two methods of 
removing the causes of faction: the 
one, by destroying the liberty which 
is essential to its existence; the other, 
by giving to every citizen the same 
opinions, the same passions, and the 
same interests.

It could never be more truly said than of 
the first remedy, that it was worse than 

the disease. Liberty is to faction what 
air is to fire, an aliment without which it 
instantly expires. But it could not be less 
folly to abolish liberty, which is essential 
to political life, because it nourishes 
faction, than it would be to wish the 
annihilation of air, which is essential to 
animal life, because it imparts to fire its 
destructive agency.

The second expedient is as impracticable 
as the first would be unwise. As 
long as the reason of man continues 
fallible, and he is at liberty to exercise 
it, different opinions will be formed. 
As long as the connection subsists 
between his reason and his self-love, 
his opinions and his passions will have 
a reciprocal influence on each other; 
and the former will be objects to which 
the latter will attach themselves. The 
diversity in the faculties of men, from 
which the rights of property originate, 
is not less an insuperable obstacle to a 
uniformity of interests. The protection 
of these faculties is the first object 
of government. From the protection 
of different and unequal faculties of 
acquiring property, the possession of 
different degrees and kinds of property 
immediately results; and from the 
influence of these on the sentiments 
and views of the respective proprietors, 
ensues a division of the society into 
different interests and parties.

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. . . . But the most common and 
durable source of factions has been 
the various and unequal distribution 
of property. Those who hold and those 
who are without property have ever 
formed distinct interests in society. 
Those who are creditors, and those 
who are debtors, fall under a like 
discrimination. A landed interest, a 
manufacturing interest, a mercantile 
interest, a moneyed interest, with many 
lesser interests, grow up of necessity in 
civilized nations, and divide them into 
different classes, actuated by different 
sentiments and views. The regulation of 
these various and interfering interests 
forms the principal task of modern 

legislation, and involves the spirit of 
party and faction in the necessary 
and ordinary operations of the 
government. . . .

It is in vain to say that enlightened 
statesmen will be able to adjust these 
clashing interests, and render them 
all subservient to the public good. 
Enlightened statesmen will not always 
be at the helm. Nor, in many cases, 
can such an adjustment be made at 
all without taking into view indirect 
and remote considerations, which 
will rarely prevail over the immediate 
interest which one party may find in 
disregarding the rights of another or the 
good of the whole.

The inference to which we are brought 
is, that 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. Let me add that 
it is the great desideratum by which 
this form of government can be rescued 
from the opprobrium under which it has 
so long labored, and be recommended to 
the esteem and adoption of mankind.

By what means is this object attainable? 
Evidently by one of two only. 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 


