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History, Government & Economics through Primary Sources

Unit: Citizens in Communities
Reading: Political Parties
Activity: Federalists v. Democratic Republicans

…[W]hen the citizens entertain different opinions 
upon subjects which affect the whole country 
alike, such, for instance, as the principles upon 
which the government is to be conducted, then 
distinctions arise that may correctly be styled 
parties. Parties are a necessary evil in free 
governments; but they have not at all times the 
same character and the same propensities…

The political parties that I style great are those 
which cling to principles rather than to their 
consequences; to general and not to special cases; 
to ideas and not to men. These parties are usually 
distinguished by nobler features, more generous 
passions, more genuine convictions, and a more 
bold and open conduct than the others. In them 
private interest, which always plays the chief part 
in political passions, is more studiously veiled 
under the pretext of the public good; and it may 
even be sometimes concealed from the eyes of the 
very persons whom it excites and impels. 

Minor parties, on the other hand, are generally 
deficient in political good faith. As they are 
not sustained or dignified by lofty purposes, 
they ostensibly display the selfishness of their 
character in their actions…

America has had great parties, but has them 
no longer …When the War of Independence 
was terminated and the foundations of the new 
government were to be laid down, the nation was 
divided between two opinions--two opinions 
which are as old as the world and which are 
perpetually to be met with, under different forms 
and various names, in all free communities, 

the one tending to limit, the other to extend 
indefinitely, the power of the people. The conflict 
between these two opinions never assumed 
that degree of violence in America which it has 
frequently displayed elsewhere. Both parties 
of the Americans were agreed upon the most 
essential points; and neither of them had to 
destroy an old constitution or to overthrow the 
structure of society in order to triumph. In neither 
of them, consequently, were a great number of 
private interests affected by success or defeat: but 
moral principles of a high order, such as the love 
of equality and of independence, were concerned 
in the struggle, and these sufficed to kindle 
violent passions. 

The party that desired to limit the power of the 
people, endeavored to apply its doctrines more 
especially to the Constitution of the Union, 
whence it derived its name of Federal. The 
other party, which affected to be exclusively 
attached to the cause of liberty, took that of 
Republican. America is the land of democracy, 
and the Federalists, therefore, were always in a 
minority; but they reckoned on their side almost 
all the great men whom the War of Independence 
had produced, and their moral power was 
very considerable. Their cause, moreover, was 
favored by circumstances. The ruin of the first 
Confederation had impressed the people with 
a dread of anarchy, and the Federalists profited 
by this transient disposition of the multitude. 
For ten or twelve years, they were at the head of 
affairs, and they were able to apply some, though 
not all, of their principles; for the hostile current 
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was becoming from day to day too violent to be 
checked. In 1801 the Republicans got possession 
of the government: Thomas Jefferson was elected 
President; and he increased the influence of 
their party by the weight of his great name, 
the brilliance of his talents, and his immense 
popularity…

The accession of the Federalists to power was, in 
my opinion, one of the most fortunate incidents 
that accompanied the formation of the great 
American Union: they resisted the inevitable 
propensities of their country and their age. But 
whether their theories were good or bad, they 
had the fault of being inapplicable, as a whole, 
to the society which they wished to govern, 
and that which occurred under the auspices of 
Jefferson must therefore have taken place sooner 
or later. But their government at least gave the 
new republic time to acquire a certain stability, 
and afterwards to support without inconvenience 
the rapid growth of the very doctrines which they 
had combated. A considerable number of their 
principles, moreover, were embodied at last in the 
political creed of their opponents; and the Federal 
Constitution, which subsists at the present day, is 

a lasting monument of their patriotism and their 
wisdom…

The deeper we penetrate into the inmost thought 
of these parties, the more we perceive that the 
object of the one is to limit and that of the other 
to extend the authority of the people. I do not 
assert that the ostensible purpose or even that the 
secret aim of American parties is to promote the 
rule of aristocracy or democracy in the country; 
but I affirm that aristocratic or democratic 
passions may easily be detected at the bottom 
of all parties, and that, although they escape a 
superficial observation, they are the main point 
and soul of every faction in the United States…

1.	 Why do you think Tocqueville described 
political parties as a “necessary evil” in 
America? Why are parties necessary?  Why 
are they evil?

2.	 To what extent do you think Madison 
would have agreed with both parts of 
this description by Tocqueville?  In your 
response, refer to Federalist No. 10.


