Alexander Hamilton Speech: New York Ratifying Convention, 21 June 1788

...Sir, we hear constantly a great deal, which is rather calculated to awake our passions, and
create prejudices, than to conduct us to truth, and teach us our real interests.—I do not
suppose this to be the design of the gentlemen.—Why then are we told so often of an
aristocracy? For my part, | hardly know the meaning of this word as it is applied. If all we hear
be true, this government is really a very bad one. But who are the aristocracy among us? Where
do we find men elevated to a perpetual rank above their fellow citizens; and possessing powers
entirely independent of them? The arguments of the gentlemen only go to prove that there are
men who are rich, men who are poor, some who are wise, and others who are not—That
indeed every distinguished man is an aristocrat.—This reminds me of a description of the
aristocrats, | have seen in a late publication, styled the Federal Farmer.—The author reckons in
the aristocracy, all governors of states, members of Congress, chief magistrates, and all officers
of the militia.—This description, | presume to say, is ridiculous.—The image is a phantom. Does
the new government render a rich man more eligible than a poor one? No. It requires no such
qualification. It is bottomed on the broad and equal principle of your state constitution,

Sir, if the people have it in their option, to elect their most meritorious men; is this to be
considered as an objection? Shall the constitution oppose their wishes, and abridge their most
invaluable privilege? While property continues to be pretty equally divided, and a considerable
share of information pervades the community; the tendency of the people’s suffrages, will be
to elevate merit even from obscurity—As riches increase and accumulate in few hands;—as
luxury prevails in society; virtue will be in a greater degree considered as only a graceful
appendage of wealth, and the tendency of things will be to depart from the republican
standard. This is the real disposition of human nature: It is what, neither the honorable
member nor myself can correct—It is a common misfortune, that awaits our state constitution,
as well as all others.

There is an advantage incident to large districts of election, which perhaps the gentlemen,
amidst all their apprehensions of influence and bribery, have not adverted to. In large districts,
the corruption of the electors is much more difficult: —Combinations for the purposes of
intrigue are less easily formed: Factions and cabals are little known. In a small district, wealth
will have a more complete influence; because the people in the vicinity of a great man, are
more immediately his dependants, and because this influence has fewer objects to act upon. It
has been remarked, that it would be disagreeable to the middle class of men to go to the seat
of the new government. If this be so, the difficulty will be enhanced by the gentleman’s
proposal. If his argument be true, it proves, that the larger the representation is, the less will be
your choice of having it filled. But, it appears to me frivolous to bring forward such arguments
as these. It has answered no other purpose, than to induce me, by way of reply, to enter into
discussions, which | consider as useless, and not applicable to our subject.

It is a harsh doctrine, that men grow wicked in proportion as they improve and enlighten their
minds. Experience has by no means justified us in the supposition, that there is more virtue in
one class of men than in another. Look through the rich and the poor of the community; the



learned and the ignorant.—Where does virtue predominate? The difference indeed consists,
not in the quantity but kind of vices, which are incident to the various classes; and here the
advantage of character belongs to the wealthy. Their vices are probably more favorable to the
prosperity of the state, than those of the indigent; and partake less of moral depravity.

After all, Sir, we must submit to this idea, that the true principle of a republic is, that the people
should choose whom they please to govern them. Representation is imperfect, in proportion as
the current of popular favour is checked.—This great source of free government, popular
election, should be perfectly pure, and the most unbounded liberty allowed. Where this
principle is adhered to; where, in the organization of the government, the legislative, executive
and judicial branches are rendered distinct; where again the legislative is divided into separate
houses, and the operations of each are controuled by various checks and balances, and above
all, by the vigilance and weight of the state governments; to talk of tyranny, and the subversion
of our liberties, is to speak the language of enthusiasm...
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