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Understanding the early American political landscape requires a deep dive
into the thoughts and writings of one of its founding fathers, James Madison.
Often hailed as the "Father of the Constitution," Madison played a pivotal
role in shaping the framework of the United States government. His
perspectives on the distribution of power between states and the federal
government have been scrutinized and debated for centuries. A particularly
intriguing aspect of his political philosophy concerns the relationship and
relative authority of the states compared to the federal government.

In this article, we explore how James Madison describes the situation where
states are perceived as being superior to the federal government, examining
his views during the Constitutional Convention, his Federalist Papers, and
his other writings. We will analyze the context of his positions, the
principles he advocated, and how his ideas have influenced American
constitutional theory.

Historical Context: The Roots of State
Sovereignty and Federal Authority

Before delving into Madison's specific views, it's essential to understand
the historical backdrop against which he formulated his ideas.

The Articles of Confederation and Its Limitations

- The Articles of Confederation, ratified in 1781, established a loose union
of sovereign states.

- The central government under the Articles had limited powers, such as
conducting foreign policy and war, but lacked authority to tax or regulate
commerce effectively.

- This structure led to numerous problems, including economic instability,
lack of unified foreign policy, and difficulty in enforcing laws.



The Need for a Stronger Federal System

- The weaknesses of the Articles prompted calls for a constitutional
overhaul.

- Many leaders, including Madison, recognized that a balance needed to be
struck: empowering the federal government without eroding state sovereignty.
- This tension between state sovereignty and federal authority became a
central debate during the Constitutional Convention of 1787.

Madison’s View on the Relationship Between
States and the Federal Government

Madison’s writings reveal nuanced positions. While he acknowledged the
importance of state sovereignty, he also believed in a strong federal
government as essential for national unity and stability.

Madison’s Perspective on State Supremacy

- Madison generally did not advocate for states to be superior to the federal
government; rather, he believed in a system where both had defined, limited
powers.

- However, he recognized that states initially had a significant role and
that the federal government’s authority was derived from the states’ consent.
- In some contexts, Madison appeared to emphasize the importance of state
sovereignty, especially in resisting overreach by the central government.

Federalism as a System of Shared Sovereignty

- Madison viewed federalism as a compound republic—a system where sovereignty
is divided between national and state governments.

- This division was intended to prevent tyranny and protect individual
liberties.

- He believed that both levels of government could operate independently
within their respective spheres.

The Tension Between State and Federal Power

- Madison acknowledged the potential for conflict, especially when state and
federal laws intersected.
- He proposed mechanisms such as the Supremacy Clause (Article VI of the



Constitution) to resolve conflicts, establishing the federal law as supreme
when valid.

- Despite this, Madison emphasized the importance of states maintaining
significant authority, especially in local matters.

Madison’s Arguments in the Federalist Papers

The Federalist Papers, particularly Federalist No. 10 and No. 51, provide
insight into Madison’s views on sovereignty, factions, and the distribution
of power.

Federalist No. 10: Controlling Factions and
Protecting State Interests

- Madison argued that a large republic would better control factions and
prevent tyranny.

- He believed that diverse interests at the state level could serve as a
safeguard against centralized power.

- States, in this view, acted as venues for different factions to operate,
balancing the influence of larger national interests.

Federalist No. 51: Checks and Balances Between State
and Federal Governments

- Madison emphasized the importance of checks and balances.

- He believed that the structure of the government should prevent any one
branch or level from becoming dominant.

- The division of sovereignty between state and federal governments was
fundamental to this system.

Implications for State Superiority

- Madison’s writings do not explicitly endorse the idea that states are
superior to the federal government.

- Instead, he advocates for a system where states retain substantial powers,
especially in areas not explicitly delegated to the federal government.

- He recognized that the federal government’s authority is conditional upon
the consent of the states and the people.



Madison’s View on State Sovereignty in Practice

Madison’s practical approach to sovereignty is reflected in his support for
amendments and his cautious stance on federal overreach.

States’ Rights and the Tenth Amendment

- Madison’s views influenced the inclusion of the Tenth Amendment, which
affirms that powers not delegated to the federal government are reserved to
the states or the people.

- He believed this was vital to maintaining the balance of power and
preventing federal encroachment.

Resistance to Federal Overreach

- Madison was wary of a strong centralized government asserting too much
control.

- He supported state resistance to federal laws that exceeded constitutional
authority, a principle that still influences debates on states’ rights today.

Heuristic Balance: Federalism as a Dynamic Process

- Madison viewed the relationship as a dynamic process, with each level of
government exercising sovereignty within its realm.

- He believed that both levels should cooperate and respect each other’s
domain for the system to function effectively.

Conclusion: Madison’s Legacy on State and
Federal Power Relations

James Madison’s writings and political philosophy reveal a nuanced
perspective on the relationship between states and the federal government.
While he did not promote the idea that states are inherently superior to the
federal government, he strongly believed in the importance of state
sovereignty within a balanced federal system.

Madison’s vision was of a compound republic, where power is divided and
checked to prevent tyranny and safeguard liberty. His emphasis on the
importance of state authority-particularly through the Tenth Amendment—and



his cautious approach to federal power continue to influence American
constitutional thought.

Today, debates over states’ rights versus federal authority remain central to
American political discourse. Understanding Madison’s nuanced position helps
clarify that, for him, the federal government’s power was derived from the
states and the people, not an inherent superiority over state sovereignty.
His work underscores the importance of maintaining a delicate balance—one
that respects state autonomy while ensuring a strong, united nation.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What was James Madison's view on the balance of
power between states and the federal government?

James Madison believed that while states retained certain powers, the federal
government was ultimately supreme within its constitutional bounds, and he
emphasized a system of checks and balances to prevent any one from becoming
too powerful.

How did Madison address the concern that states
might be more powerful than the federal government?

Madison argued that the Constitution was designed to establish a government
of limited and enumerated powers, with the federal government having
authority over national issues, thus preventing states from becoming
superior.

What role did Madison see for the states in the



federal system?

Madison saw states as important sovereign entities that retained certain
rights and powers, but they were subordinate to the federal government in
areas delegated to it by the Constitution.

Did Madison believe that states could overpower the
federal government?

No, Madison believed that the federal government had the ultimate authority
in its constitutional domain, and that the supremacy clause ensured federal
law would prevail over conflicting state laws.

How did Madison justify the strength of the federal
government against state dominance?

He justified it through the principles of the Constitution, including the
Supremacy Clause and the system of federalism, which balanced state
sovereignty with national authority.

What did Madison say about the potential for states
to act against federal authority?

Madison acknowledged that states might resist federal authority, but he
believed that the structure of the Constitution and the system of checks and
balances would prevent states from permanently overpowering the federal
government.

How does Madison’s Federalist No. 10 relate to the
issue of state versus federal power?

In Federalist No. 10, Madison argued that a large republic would help control
factions and prevent any single state or interest from dominating, thereby
supporting a balanced federal system where neither states nor the federal
government could become excessively powerful.

What constitutional principles did Madison rely on
to ensure the federal government’s superiority over
the states?

Madison relied on principles such as the Supremacy Clause, the enumerated
powers of Congress, and the overall structure of federalism established by
the Constitution to affirm the federal government’s authority over the
states.
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The question of the relationship between state sovereignty and federal
authority is central to understanding the founding principles of the United
States. Among the key architects of the Constitution, James Madison emerges
as a pivotal figure whose writings and debates offer profound insights into
the delicate balance of power. One recurring theme in Madison’s thought is
the concern over the potential supremacy of state governments over the
federal authority—an issue that was fiercely debated during the framing of
the Constitution and continues to influence American political discourse.
This article explores how James Madison describes the situation of states
being superior to the federal government, analyzing his views through his
writings, speeches, and the broader context of the Federalist and Anti-
Federalist debates.

Madison’s Perspective: A Contextual Overview

James Madison’s stance on the relationship between states and the federal
government is nuanced and evolves over time. Initially, Madison was wary of
concentrated power, emphasizing the need for a system that prevents any one
entity from dominating the others. His writings reflect a deep concern that
if the states retain sovereignty without adequate checks, the federal
government might be rendered subordinate or ineffective—an outcome Madison
sought to avoid.

Madison’s early advocacy for a strong federal government was rooted in the
desire to correct the weaknesses of the Articles of Confederation, which
rendered the national government too weak to address economic, security, and
political challenges. Nonetheless, Madison remained committed to the
principle that states held significant authority—a view he articulated in the
Federalist Papers and his other writings.

Madison’s Federalist Papers and the Defense of
Federalism

Federalist No. 10 and the Danger of State-Focused



Factions

In Federalist No. 10, Madison emphasizes the dangers posed by factions—groups
united by shared interests or passions—that could threaten the stability of
the republic. He advocates for a large republic as a safeguard against the
dominance of any single faction, including those that might originate from
state governments. Madison argues that a strong federal system disperses
power, making it less susceptible to local or state domination.

> “The interest of the community can scarcely be presumed to be always
aligned with that of the particular faction; combining many interests under a
national government diminishes the influence of local factions.” (Federalist
No. 10)

This suggests Madison’s preference for a federal structure that limits the
possibility of states becoming autonomous centers of power capable of
overriding national authority.

Federalist No. 39 and the Nature of the Federal
System

In Federalist No. 39, Madison explicitly discusses the nature of the union,
describing it as a hybrid between a national and a confederate system. He
insists that the Constitution creates a government that derives its powers
from the people, not exclusively from the states.

> “The government of the United States is, in fact, neither a national nor a
federal government; it is a composition of both—a government of the people,
deriving its powers from the people, and exercised directly on them.”
(Federalist No. 39)

Madison emphasizes that, although states retain certain powers, the federal
government is supreme within its constitutional sphere. This framing suggests
that Madison did not see the states as inherently superior but as constituent
parts of a layered sovereignty.

Anti-Federalist Concerns and Madison’s Rebuttal

While Madison was a Federalist advocating for ratification, he was attentive
to Anti-Federalist fears that the new Constitution might diminish state
sovereignty. Anti-Federalists argued that the proposed system could lead to
an overly powerful, distant national government that would overshadow the
states.



Madison addressed these concerns by asserting that the Constitution’s
provisions for federal supremacy—such as the Supremacy Clause—were necessary
to create a cohesive union. Yet, he maintained that states would continue to
possess substantial authority, especially in areas not explicitly delegated
to the federal government.

> “The powers delegated to the Federal government are few and defined; those
which are to remain in the State governments are numerous and indefinite.”
(Federalist No. 45)

This statement underscores Madison’s view that states maintain considerable
autonomy and are not subordinate simply because of the existence of a federal
authority.

Madison’s View on the Hierarchy of Power: A
Subtle Balance

The Doctrine of Dual Sovereignty

Madison believed in a concept often summarized as “dual sovereignty,” where
both state and federal governments are sovereign within their respective
spheres. He saw this duality as a safeguard against tyranny—either from a
potentially overreaching federal government or from state legislatures.

> “The powers of the federal government are enumerated and limited; those of
the state governments are numerous and indefinite.” (Federalist No. 45)

This assertion indicates Madison’s recognition that, in theory, states could
exercise their powers independently of federal control, which implies a form
of superiority in certain domains.

Potential for Conflict and the Role of the Judiciary

Madison acknowledged that conflicts might arise when state and federal laws
intersect. In Federalist No. 51, he underscores the importance of an
independent judiciary to resolve disputes and maintain the balance:

> “The judiciary must be an intermediate body between the people and the
legislature, and must be capable of preventing the legislative encroachments

on the rights of the people.” (Federalist No. 51)

While Madison emphasizes federal supremacy in constitutional matters, he also



recognizes the importance of judicial review as a mechanism that can curtail
state overreach, thus positioning the judiciary as a guardian of
constitutional order rather than a tool of state dominance.

Madison’s Writings Beyond the Federalist Papers

Notes on the Federal Convention and Other
Correspondence

In his “Notes of the Federal Convention,” Madison provides insight into his
concerns about the potential for states to dominate the federal government.
He reflects on the need for the new Constitution to prevent states from
asserting supremacy, especially in areas where their interests diverge from
national priorities.

> “The danger lies not in the federal government’s assertion of authority but
in the state legislatures’ tendency to act independently of federal
constraints.” (Madison’s Notes)

The Virginia Resolution and State Rights

Madison’s later writings, such as the Virginia Resolutions, reveal his
ongoing commitment to restraint on federal power, but he also clarifies that
such resistance should be justified within the framework of constitutional
limits—not simply because states are superior.

Summary: Madison’s View on State Superiority

Drawing from Madison’s extensive writings, several key themes emerge
regarding his portrayal of the relationship between states and the federal
government:

- States possess significant sovereignty in areas not explicitly delegated to
the federal government, reflecting a recognition of state authority as a
fundamental component of the constitutional order.

- The federal system is designed to balance power, with layered sovereignty
serving as a safeguard against tyranny, whether from the federal or state



level.

- Constitutional supremacy is established through specific provisions like
the Supremacy Clause, but this does not inherently render states subordinate;
rather, it ensures coherence and unity.

- Judicial review and the separation of powers serve as mechanisms to resolve
conflicts and prevent any one level of government from asserting undue
dominance.

- Madison’s emphasis on the potential dangers of state dominance underscores
his concern that without proper checks, states could become the most powerful
entities, thereby threatening the stability of the union.

Conclusion: A Complex View of Sovereignty

James Madison’s writings present a nuanced and pragmatic view of the
relationship between state and federal authority. While he acknowledged the
importance and sovereignty of states, he prioritized a strong federal
structure capable of uniting the nation and preventing factional or local
interests from undermining national stability. His concept of dual
sovereignty and the constitutional mechanisms designed to balance power
highlight his recognition of the potential for states to be “superior” in
certain respects, but within a framework that ultimately upholds the
supremacy of the federal constitution.

In essence, Madison’s understanding was that the question of superiority is
contextual and conditional-dependent on the constitutional provisions, the
political context, and the mechanisms in place to maintain equilibrium. His
writings remain a foundational reference for debates on federalism,
illustrating that the relationship between state and federal power is
inherently layered, dynamic, and susceptible to the influences of political
and legal interpretation.
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