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JAMES MADISON QUOTES 

A watchful eye must be kept on ourselves lest while we are building ideal monuments of Renown and 

Bliss here we neglect to have our names enrolled in the Annals of Heaven. – Letter to William Bradford 

(9 November 1772) 

I have sometimes thought there could be no stronger testimony in favor of Religion or against temporal 

Enjoyments even the most rational and manly than for men who occupy the most honorable and gainful 

departments and are rising in reputation and wealth, publicly to declare their unsatisfactoriness by 

becoming fervent Advocates in the cause of Christ, & I wish you may give in your Evidence in this way. 

Such instances have seldom occurred, therefore they would be more striking and would be instead of a 

“Cloud of Witnesses.” – Letter to William Bradford (September 1773) 

In time of actual war, great discretionary powers are 

constantly given to the Executive Magistrate. Constant 

apprehension of War, has the same tendency to render the 

head too large for the body. A standing military force, with 

an overgrown Executive will not long be safe companions 

to liberty. The means of defence agst. foreign danger, have 

been always the instruments of tyranny at home. Among 

the Romans it was a standing maxim to excite a war, 

whenever a revolt was apprehended. Throughout all 

Europe, the armies kept up under the pretext of defending, 

have enslaved the people. – Speech, Constitutional 

Convention (1787-06-29) 

Since the general civilization of mankind, I believe there are more instances of the abridgment of the 

freedom of the people by gradual and silent encroachments of those in power, than by violent and 

sudden usurpations; but, on a candid examination of history, we shall find that turbulence, violence, and 

abuse of power, by the majority trampling on the rights of the minority, have produced factions and 

commotions, which, in republics, have, more frequently than any other cause, produced despotism. If 

we go over the whole history of ancient and modern republics, we shall find their destruction to have 

generally resulted from those causes. – Speech at the Virginia Convention to ratify the Federal 

Constitution (1788-06-06) 

Wherever the real power in a Government lies, there is the danger of oppression. In our Governments, 

the real power lies in the majority of the Community, and the invasion of private rights is chiefly to be 

apprehended, not from the acts of Government contrary to the sense of its constituents, but from acts 

in which the Government is the mere instrument of the major number of the constituents. – Letter to 

Thomas Jefferson (1788-10-17) 

Man who preys both on the vegetable and animal species, is himself a prey to neither. He too possesses 

the reproductive principle far beyond the degree requisite for the bare continuance of his species. What 
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becomes of the surplus of human life to which this principle is competent? It is either, 1st. destroyed by 

infanticide, as among the Chinese and Lacedemonians; or 2d. it is stifled or starved, as among other 

nations whose population is commensurate to its food; or 3d. it is consumed by wars and endemic 

diseases; or 4th. it overflows, by emigration, to places where a surplus of food is attainable.  – 

Population and Emigration” in National Gazette (1791-11-21) 

If Congress can do whatever in their discretion can be done by 

money, and will promote the general welfare, the Government 

is no longer a limited one possessing enumerated powers, but 

an indefinite one subject to particular exceptions. It is to be 

remarked that the phrase out of which this doctrine is 

elaborated, is copied from the old articles of Confederation, 

where it was always understood as nothing more than a general 

caption to the specified powers, and it is a fact that it was 

preferred in the new instrument for that very reason as less 

liable than any other to misconstruction. – Letter to Edmund 

Pendleton (1792-01-21) 

Conscience is the most sacred of all property; other property 

depending in part on positive law, the exercise of that being a 

natural and unalienable right. To guard a man’s house as his 

castle, to pay public and enforce private debts with the most 

exact faith, can give no title to invade a man’s conscience, which 

is more sacred than his castle, or to withhold from it that debt 

of protection for which the public faith is pledged by the very 

nature and original conditions of the social pact. – “Property” in 

The National Gazette (29 March 1792) 

I cannot undertake to lay my finger on that article of the Constitution which granted a right to Congress 

of expending, on objects of benevolence, the money of their constituents. – Annals of Congress (1794-

01-10) 

Of all the enemies to public liberty war is, perhaps, the most to be dreaded, because it comprises and 

develops the germ of every other. War is the parent of armies; from these proceed debts and taxes; and 

armies, and debts, and taxes are the known instruments for bringing the many under the domination of 

the few. In war, too, the discretionary power of the Executive is extended; its influence in dealing out 

offices, honors, and emoluments is multiplied; and all the means of seducing the minds, are added to 

those of subduing the force, of the people. The same malignant aspect in republicanism may be traced 

in the inequality of fortunes, and the opportunities of fraud, growing out of a state of war, and in the 

degeneracy of manners and of morals engendered by both. No nation could preserve its freedom in the 

midst of continual warfare. – Political Observations” (1795-04-20) 
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Perhaps it is a universal truth that the loss of liberty at home is to be charged against provisions against 

danger, real or pretended from abroad. – Letter to Thomas Jefferson (1798-05-13) 

Resolved, That the General Assembly of Virginia, doth unequivocally express a firm resolution to 

maintain and defend the Constitution of the United States, and the Constitution of this State, against 

every aggression either foreign or domestic, and that they will support the Government of the United 

States in all measures warranted by the former.  – Resolutions proposed to the Legislature of Virginia on 

1798-12-21 

This Assembly doth explicitly and peremptorily declare, that it views the powers of the federal 

government, as resulting from the compact, to which the states are parties, as limited by the plain sense 

and intention of the instrument constituting the compact; as no further valid than they are authorized 

by the grants enumerated in that compact; and that in case of deliberate, palpable, and dangerous 

exercise of other powers, not granted by the said compact, the states who are parties thereto, have the 

right, and are in duty bound, to interpose, for arresting the progress of the evil, and for maintaining 

within their respective limits, the authorities, rights and 

liberties appertaining to them. – Virginia Resolution of 

1798″ (December 1798) 

Some degree of abuse is inseparable from the proper use of 

everything; and in no instance is this more true than in that 

of the press. It has accordingly been decided, by the 

practice of the states, that it is better to leave a few of its 

noxious branches to their luxuriant growth, than, by 

pruning them away, to injure the vigor of those yielding the 

proper fruits. And can the wisdom of this policy be doubted by anyone who reflects that to the press 

alone, checkered as it is with abuses, the world is indebted for all the triumphs which have been gained 

by reason and humanity over error and oppression? – Report on the Virginia Resolutions, (1800-01-20) 

Religion & Govt. will both exist in greater purity, the less they are mixed together. – Letter to Edward 

Livingston (1822-07-10) 

I entirely concur in the propriety of resorting to the sense in which the Constitution was accepted and 

ratified by the nation. In that sense alone it is the legitimate Constitution. And if that be not the guide in 

expounding it, there can be no security for a consistent and stable, more than for a faithful exercise of 

its powers. If the meaning of the text be sought in the changeable meaning of the words composing it, it 

is evident that the shape and attributes of the Government must partake of the changes to which the 

words and phrases of all living languages are constantly subject. What a metamorphosis would be 

produced in the code of law if all its ancient phraseology were to be taken in its modern sense! – Letter 

to Henry Lee (25 June 1824) 

A popular Government without popular information, or the means of acquiring it, is but a Prologue to a 

Farce or a Tragedy, or perhaps both. Knowledge will forever govern ignorance: And a people who mean 
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to be their own Governors, must arm themselves with the power which knowledge gives.  – Letter to 

W.T. Barry (1822-08-04) 

The belief in a God All Powerful wise and good, is so essential to the moral order of the world and to the 

happiness of man, that arguments which enforce it cannot be 

drawn from too many sources nor adapted with too much 

solicitude to the different characters and capacities to be 

impressed with it. – Letter to Rev. Frederick Beasley (1825-11-

20) 

With respect to the words “general welfare,” I have always 

regarded them as qualified by the detail of powers connected 

with them. To take them in a literal and unlimited sense would 

be a metamorphosis of the Constitution into a character which 

there is a host of proofs was not contemplated by its creators. 

– Letter to James Robertson (1831-04-20) 

Besides the danger of a direct mixture of religion and civil government, there is an evil which ought to 

be guarded against in the indefinite accumulation of property from the capacity of holding it in 

perpetuity by ecclesiastical corporations. The establishment of the chaplainship in Congress is a palpable 

violation of equal rights as well as of Constitutional principles. The danger of silent accumulations and 

encroachments by ecclesiastical bodies has not sufficiently engaged attention in the U.S.  – 

“Monopolies, Perpetuities, Corporations, Ecclesiastical Endowments” 

James Madison – Memorial and Remonstrance Against 

Religious Assessments (1785) 

We hold it for a fundamental and undeniable truth, “that Religion or the duty which we owe to our 

Creator and the Manner of discharging it, can be directed only by reason and conviction, not by force or 

violence.” The Religion then of every man must be left to the conviction and conscience of every man; 

and it is the right of every man to exercise it as these may dictate. This right is in its nature an 

unalienable right. It is unalienable; because the opinions of men, depending only on the evidence 

contemplated by their own minds, cannot follow the dictates of other men: It is unalienable also; 

because what is here a right towards men, is a duty towards the Creator. It is the duty of every man to 

render to the Creator such homage, and such only, as he believes to be acceptable to him. This duty is 

precedent both in order of time and degree of obligation, to the claims of Civil Society. Before any man 

can be considered as a member of Civil Society, he must be considered as a subject of the Governor of 

the Universe: And if a member of Civil Society, who enters into any subordinate Association, must 

always do it with a reservation of his duty to the general authority; much more must every man who 

becomes a member of any particular Civil Society, do it with a saving of his allegiance to the Universal 

Sovereign. We maintain therefore that in matters of Religion, no man’s right is abridged by the 

institution of Civil Society, and that Religion is wholly exempt from its cognizance. True it is, that no 
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other rule exists, by which any question which may divide a Society, can be ultimately determined, but 

the will of the majority; but it is also true, that the majority may trespass on the rights of the minority. 

The free men of America did not wait till usurped power had strengthened itself by exercise, and 

entangled the question in precedents. They saw all the consequences in the principle, and they avoided 

the consequences by denying the principle. We revere this lesson too much soon to forget it. Who does 

not see that the same authority which can establish Christianity, in exclusion of all other Religions, may 

establish with the same ease any particular sect of Christians, in exclusion of all other Sects? that the 

same authority which can force a citizen to contribute three pence only of his property for the support 

of any one establishment, may force him to conform to any other establishment in all cases 

whatsoever? 

It is moreover to weaken in those who profess this Religion a 

pious confidence in its innate excellence and the patronage of 

its Author; and to foster in those who still reject it, a suspicion 

that its friends are too conscious of its fallacies to trust it to its 

own merits. 

During almost fifteen centuries has the legal establishment of 

Christianity been on trial. What have been its fruits? More or 

less in all places, pride and indolence in the Clergy, ignorance 

and servility in the laity, in both, superstition, bigotry and 

persecution. 

What influence in fact have ecclesiastical establishments had 

on Civil Society? In some instances they have been seen to 

erect a spiritual tyranny on the ruins of the Civil authority; in 

many instances they have been seen upholding the thrones of 

political tyranny: in no instance have they been seen the guardians of the liberties of the people. Rulers 

who wished to subvert the public liberty, may have found an established Clergy convenient auxiliaries. A 

just Government instituted to secure & perpetuate it needs them not. 

Because finally, “the equal right of every citizen to the free exercise of his religion according to the 

dictates of conscience” is held by the same tenure with all his other rights. If we recur to its origin, it is 

equally the gift of nature; if we weigh its importance, it cannot be less dear to us; if we consider the 

“Declaration of those rights which pertain to the good people of Virginia, as the basis and foundation of 

government,” it is enumerated with equal solemnity, or rather studied emphasis. 

We the Subscribers say, that the General Assembly of this Commonwealth have no such authority: And 

that no effort may be omitted on our part against so dangerous an usurpation, we oppose to it, this 

remonstrance; earnestly praying, as we are in duty bound, that the Supreme Lawgiver of the Universe, 

by illuminating those to whom it is addressed, may on the one hand, turn their Councils from every act 

which would affront his holy prerogative, or violate the trust committed to them: and on the other, 
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guide them into every measure which may be worthy of his [blessing, may re]dound to their own praise, 

and may establish more firmly the liberties, the prosperity and the happiness of the Commonwealth. 

James Madison – The  Federalist Papers   

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. – Federalist 

Paper No. 10 (1787-11-22) 

A zeal for different opinions concerning religion, concerning 

government, and many other points, as well of speculation as of 

practice; an attachment to different leaders ambitiously 

contending for pre-eminence and power; or to persons of other 

descriptions whose fortunes have been interesting to the human 

passions, have, in turn, divided mankind into parties, inflamed 

them with mutual animosity, and rendered them much more 

disposed to vex and oppress each other than to co-operate for 

their common good. So strong is this propensity of mankind to 

fall into mutual animosities, that where no substantial occasion 

presents itself, the most frivolous and fanciful distinctions have 

been sufficient to kindle their unfriendly passions and excite their 

most violent conflicts. But the most common and durable source 

of factions has been the various and unequal distribution of 

property. – Federalist No. 10 

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.  – Federalist Paper No. 10 

Hence it is that such democracies have ever been spectacles of turbulence and contention; have ever 

been found incompatible with personal security or the rights of property; and have in general been as 

short in their lives as they have been violent in their deaths. Theoretic politicians, who have patronized 

this species of government, have erroneously supposed that by reducing mankind to a perfect equality 

in their political rights, they would, at the same time, be perfectly equalized and assimilated in their 

possessions, their opinions, and their passions. – Federalist Paper No. 10 

Besides the advantage of being armed, which the Americans possess over the people of almost every 

other nation, the existence of subordinate governments, to which the people are attached, and by 

which the militia officers are appointed, forms a barrier against the enterprises of ambition, more 

insurmountable than any which a simple government of any form can admit of. Notwithstanding the 

military establishments in the several kingdoms of Europe, which are carried as far as the public 
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resources will bear, the governments are afraid to trust the people with arms. – Federalist Paper No. 46 

(1788-01-29) 

The legislative department is everywhere extending the sphere of its activity and drawing all power into 

its impetuous vortex. – Federalist Paper No. 48 

If men were angels, no government would be necessary. If angels were to govern men, neither external 

nor internal controls on government would be necessary. In framing a government which is to be 

administered by men over men, the great difficulty lies in this: you must first enable the government to 

control the governed; and in the next place oblige it to control itself. – Federalist Paper No. 51 (1788-02-

06) 
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