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Unit 1: The Foundations of American Government
Reading: Rule of Law
Activity: Federalist No. 62

… It is a misfortune incident to republican 
government, though in a less degree than to 
other governments, that those who administer it 
may forget their obligations to their constituents, 
and prove unfaithful to their important trust…

A good government implies two things: first, fidelity 
to the object of government, which is the happiness 
of the people; secondly, a knowledge of the means 
by which that object can be best attained...

But a continual change even of good measures 
is inconsistent with every rule of prudence and 
every prospect of success…

In the first place, [unstable government] forfeits the 
respect and confidence of other nations, and all the 
advantages connected with national character…

The internal effects of a mutable policy are 
still more calamitous. It poisons the blessing 
of liberty itself. It will be of little avail to the 
people, that the laws are made by men of their 
own choice, if the laws be so voluminous that 
they cannot be read, or so incoherent that they 
cannot be understood; if they be repealed or 
revised before they are promulgated, or undergo 
such incessant changes that no man, who knows 
what the law is to-day, can guess what it will be 
to-morrow. Law is defined to be a rule of action; 
but how can that be a rule, which is little known, 
and less fixed?

Another effect of public instability is the 
unreasonable advantage it gives to the sagacious 
[crafty], the enterprising, and the moneyed few 
over the industrious and uninformed mass of 
the people. Every new regulation concerning 
commerce or revenue, or in any way affecting 
the value of the different species of property, 
presents a new harvest to those who watch 
the change, and can trace its consequences; a 
harvest, reared not by themselves, but by the 
toils and cares of the great body of their fellow-
citizens. This is a state of things in which it may 
be said with some truth that laws are made for 
the few, not for the many.

In another point of view, great injury results 
from an unstable government …What prudent 
merchant will hazard his fortunes in any new 
branch of commerce when he knows not but 
that his plans may be rendered unlawful before 
they can be executed? … In a word, no great 
improvement or laudable enterprise can go 
forward which requires the auspices of a steady 
system of national policy.

But the most deplorable effect of all is that 
diminution of attachment and reverence which 
steals into the hearts of the people, …. No 
government, any more than an individual, will 
long be respected without being truly respectable; 
nor be truly respectable, without possessing a 
certain portion of order and stability. 

Handout A: Excerpts from Federalist No. 62

Directions: Use underlining, margin notes, and other reading skills to analyze these passages.  Be 
ready to explain the significance of rule of law in your own words. [Bracketed phrases are added as 
an aid to understanding.]


