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The relationship between Federalist No. 10 and the landmark Supreme Court case Citizens United v.
Federal Election Commission (FEC) is a compelling example of how foundational political philosophy
influences modern legal decisions. Federalist No. 10, authored by James Madison, discusses the
dangers of factionalism and advocates for a large republic as a means to control the adverse effects
of factions. Conversely, Citizens United represents a significant shift in campaign finance law,
emphasizing free speech rights for corporations and political groups. This article explores how
Federalist No. 10's principles relate to the Court’s decision in Citizens United, analyzing the
philosophical underpinnings, the evolution of constitutional interpretation, and the implications for
American democracy.

---

Understanding Federalist No. 10

The Core Principles of Federalist No. 10

Federalist No. 10 is one of the most influential essays in American political thought. It addresses the
problem of factions—groups of citizens united by a common interest adverse to the rights of others
or the interests of the community as a whole. Madison argues that:

- Factions are inevitable due to the nature of human liberty and diverse interests.
- The danger of factions lies in their potential to undermine the public good and infringe on the
rights of others.
- A large republic can better control factions by diluting their influence and encouraging a
multiplicity of interests.

Madison’s key ideas include:

- Factions are natural and unavoidable: They arise from unequal distribution of property and
opinions.
- A large republic is a safeguard: A bigger political arena fosters diverse interests, making it less
likely for any single faction to dominate.
- Representation as a filter: Elected representatives can refine and enlarge the public views,
preventing transient or unworthy factions from gaining power.



The Federalist Approach to Faction Control

Madison believed that controlling factions through legislation was impractical; instead, the structure
of the government itself must serve as a guardrail. The Federalist system:

- Encourages pluralism by allowing multiple factions to coexist.
- Employs checks and balances to prevent any one faction from overpowering others.
- Emphasizes the importance of a large, diverse republic to mitigate the effects of factionalism.

---

The Citizens United v. FEC Case: An Overview

Background and Legal Context

Decided in 2010, Citizens United v. FEC challenged federal restrictions on independent political
expenditures by corporations and unions. The case centered on:

- The Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act (BCRA), also known as the McCain-Feingold Act, which
prohibited corporations and unions from funding independent political broadcasts in candidate
elections.
- Citizens United, a nonprofit corporation, sought to air a film critical of then-Senator Hillary Clinton
and to fund other campaign-related communications.

The Supreme Court’s Ruling

The Court ruled in a 5-4 decision that:

- Restrictions on independent political expenditures by corporations and unions violate the First
Amendment’s free speech clause.
- Corporate funding of independent political broadcasts is a form of protected speech.
- The decision effectively equates corporate spending with individual free speech rights, removing
previous legal restrictions.

---

Connecting Federalist No. 10 and Citizens United

Philosophical Foundations: Factions, Interests, and Free



Speech

Madison’s concern in Federalist No. 10 was the potential for factions to dominate the political
landscape, especially when they align with economic interests. He believed a large republic could
balance competing interests through representation and institutional checks.

In Citizens United, the Court extended this logic by emphasizing that restrictions on
speech—regardless of the entity—undermine the core democratic principle of free expression. The
ruling suggests that:

- The free flow of political information and speech is vital for a healthy democracy.
- Limiting corporate speech could suppress the expression of diverse interests, akin to limiting
factions’ voices.

Implications for Democracy and Factionalism

While Federalist No. 10 aims to control the adverse effects of factions, Citizens United underscores
the importance of protecting diverse interests, including those from corporations and unions, as a
form of modern factional influence.

Key parallels include:

- Pluralism: Both the Federalist approach and Citizens United favor a system where multiple
interests can participate freely.
- Protection of Minority and Dissenting Voices: Citizens United recognizes that corporations and
unions, as interest groups, contribute to the plurality of viewpoints.
- Checks and Balances: The Court’s decision aligns with Madison’s idea that institutional
mechanisms should safeguard against the tyranny of any single faction or interest.

---

Legal and Political Significance of Citizens United in
Light of Federalist No. 10

Shift Toward Absolute Free Speech Rights

The Citizens United ruling represents a shift from the regulatory framework that sought to limit the
influence of money in politics, reflecting a broader interpretation of free speech rights. This shift can
be viewed as:

- Extending Madison’s notion that diverse interests should be free to participate in the political
process.
- Recognizing that restrictions on speech, even if motivated by concerns about factional influence,



may have unintended consequences that suppress political pluralism.

Impact on Campaign Finance and Democracy

The decision has led to:

- The rise of Super PACs and increased spending from corporations and wealthy interest groups.
- Debates about whether this financial influence equates to a new form of factional dominance or a
necessary expression of free speech.
- Ongoing tensions between regulating influence and safeguarding individual and group rights to
political expression.

Legal Debates and Criticisms

Critics argue that Citizens United amplifies the power of wealthy factions, potentially undermining
the democratic ideal of political equality. Supporters contend that:

- Limiting corporate speech violates core First Amendment principles.
- A free and open marketplace of ideas benefits democracy by fostering diverse viewpoints.

---

Conclusion: The Interplay of Federalist Principles and
Modern Campaign Finance Law

The relationship between Federalist No. 10 and Citizens United underscores the enduring relevance
of Madison’s ideas about factions, interest groups, and the importance of protecting free speech.
While Madison sought to control factions through institutional design and a large republic, the
Citizens United decision emphasizes the protection of expressive freedom for all interest groups,
including corporations and unions.

This dynamic reflects a broader philosophical debate about the balance between preventing
factional dominance and ensuring robust political participation. Ultimately, the Court’s ruling in
Citizens United can be seen as an extension of Federalist principles—favoring a system where
diverse interests can freely express themselves, even if that results in new challenges for democratic
equality.

Key Takeaways:

- Federalist No. 10 advocates for large, diverse republics to control factions.
- Citizens United emphasizes that restrictions on independent political speech violate free speech
rights.
- Both emphasize the importance of pluralism, free expression, and institutional safeguards in
maintaining a healthy democracy.



- The case highlights ongoing tensions between regulation and free speech, reflecting Madison’s
enduring influence on American constitutional thought.

---

Meta Description: Discover how Federalist No. 10 relates to the Citizens United case, exploring
foundational principles of faction control, free speech, and their impact on modern American
democracy.

Frequently Asked Questions

How does Federalist 10's discussion of factions relate to the
Supreme Court's decision in Citizens United v. FEC?
Federalist 10 emphasizes the dangers of factions and advocates for a large republic to control their
effects, which relates to Citizens United by highlighting concerns over the power of wealthy interest
groups and corporations influencing elections, prompting debates about how to balance free speech
with preventing undue influence.

In what way does Federalist 10 justify the Court's ruling in
Citizens United that corporate political spending is protected
free speech?
Federalist 10 argues that a large republic with diverse interests safeguards liberty by allowing
various factions to compete, which supports the Court's view that restricting corporate political
spending would suppress free speech and limit the diversity of viewpoints.

What role does the concept of pluralism in Federalist 10 play
in understanding the Citizens United decision?
Federalist 10 advocates for a pluralistic society where multiple factions coexist, which aligns with
the Citizens United ruling that corporations and unions, as associations of individuals, have First
Amendment rights to participate in political speech.

How does Federalist 10's warning about the tyranny of the
majority relate to campaign finance regulations upheld or
struck down in Citizens United?
Federalist 10 warns against majority tyranny, and Citizens United's decision to strike down certain
campaign finance restrictions reflects an effort to protect individual and organizational speech from
majority suppression, emphasizing free speech over potential majoritarian dominance.



Does Federalist 10 support or oppose the unlimited political
spending by corporations as seen in Citizens United?
Federalist 10 supports the idea that a diversity of factions, including corporations as associations of
individuals, should have the freedom to participate in political debate, thus generally favoring the
protection of unlimited political spending under free speech rights.

How can Federalist 10's advocacy for a large republic help
explain the Supreme Court's reasoning in Citizens United?
Federalist 10's emphasis on a large, diverse republic to prevent faction tyranny underpins the
Court's reasoning that restricting corporate political spending would diminish free speech and limit
the plurality of voices in the political process.
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The intersection of American constitutional theory and contemporary judicial decisions often offers
profound insights into the dynamics of democracy, free speech, and the role of factions within the
political landscape. One such nexus is between James Madison’s seminal essay, Federalist No. 10,
and the landmark Supreme Court case, Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission.
Understanding how Federalist 10 relates to the Citizens United decision involves an exploration of
Madison’s ideas about factions, pluralism, and the scope of free speech—elements central to
American constitutional thought and judicial interpretation.

This article aims to dissect the philosophical and legal relationships between Federalist 10 and
Citizens United, providing a detailed analysis suitable for scholars, legal practitioners, and students
interested in constitutional law and political theory.

---

Foundations of Federalist No. 10: Madison’s Faction
Theory and Pluralism

The Core Premise of Federalist No. 10

Federalist No. 10, authored by James Madison in 1787, addresses the problem of faction—groups of
citizens united by a common interest adverse to the rights of others or the interests of the
community as a whole. Madison defined factions as inevitable due to the nature of human passions
and the diversity of opinions, but he was concerned about their potential to undermine republican
governance.



Madison’s central argument was that a large, heterogeneous republic would be the best safeguard
against the tyranny of factions. He believed that:

- Diverse Interests and Pluralism: A multitude of competing interests would prevent any single
faction from dominating.
- Extended Republic: A large republic would dilute factional influence, as no single faction could
easily control the entire system.
- Representation: An elaborate system of elected representatives would filter popular passions and
prevent impulsive or malicious factions from prevailing.

Madison’s emphasis was on pluralism—the idea that the coexistence of different factions would
protect individual rights and promote stability, as competing interests would balance each other.

The Role of Free Speech and Association

Although Federalist 10 does not explicitly focus on free speech, Madison’s broader constitutional
philosophy supports the idea that a free marketplace of ideas is essential for the operation of a
healthy republic. He believed that open discussion and association are vital mechanisms for citizens
to influence governance and protect their interests. These ideas underpin the constitutional
protections for speech and assembly, which later courts have interpreted and expanded.

---

The Evolution of Free Speech and Political Influence in
U.S. Law

From Early Judicial Views to Modern Interpretations

Initially, courts prioritized preventing corruption and undue influence in elections. Over time,
especially through the 20th and 21st centuries, the jurisprudence evolved to recognize broader
protections for political expression, even for entities like corporations and unions.

The landmark case Buckley v. Valeo (1976) established that spending money in elections is a form of
protected speech under the First Amendment, affirming the importance of financial participation in
political discourse.

Later, Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission (2010) marked a pivotal turning point by
holding that the government cannot restrict independent expenditures by corporations, unions, or
associations to influence political campaigns, asserting that such spending is a form of free speech.

---



Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission: A Brief
Overview

The Case and Its Context

Citizens United challenged federal laws restricting corporate and union spending on political
campaigns, arguing that these restrictions violated the First Amendment’s free speech protections.
The Supreme Court, in a 5-4 decision, held that:

- Corporations and unions have a First Amendment right to spend unlimited amounts independently
of campaigns.
- Restrictions on independent expenditures are unconstitutional because they suppress political
speech.

Key Rationale: The Court emphasized that political speech is indispensable in a democracy, and the
government cannot suppress it based on the speaker’s corporate identity.

Implications of the Decision

The ruling led to a surge in independent political expenditures by corporations and special interest
groups, transforming the landscape of campaign finance. Critics argue it has amplified the influence
of money in politics, while supporters contend it upholds free speech rights.

---

Connecting Federalist 10 to Citizens United: An
Analytical Framework

Understanding how Federalist 10 relates to Citizens United involves examining core themes: the
nature of factions, the importance of free speech, and how societal interests are balanced within a
republican framework.

Factions, Interests, and the Role of Money

Madison’s concern about factions stems from their potential to distort political processes. In the
modern context, corporations and interest groups can be seen as modern factions, wielding
significant influence through financial means.

- Madison’s View: A large republic disperses factional power, preventing any one group from
dominating.
- Citizens United’s Effect: By removing restrictions on independent expenditures, the Court arguably



enhances the capacity of large, organized factions (corporations, unions) to influence elections,
potentially aligning with Madison’s idea of pluralism but raising questions about dominance and
equality.

Free Speech as a Counterbalance to Factional Power

Federalist 10 underscores free speech as an essential tool to combat factional tyranny by allowing
diverse voices to be heard. Citizens United extends this principle by affirming that financial
contributions, as a form of speech, are protected to ensure a vibrant political debate.

- The Court's ruling reflects Madison’s belief that more speech—including spending—serves as a
safeguard against factional overreach.
- The decision suggests that limiting speech to curb undue influence would be counterproductive,
aligning with Madison’s trust in free expression as a means to check factional dominance.

---

Contemporary Debates: Does Citizens United
Undermine Madison’s Faction Theory?

Concerns About Unequal Influence

Critics argue that Citizens United enables wealthy corporations and interest groups to dominate
political discourse, creating an uneven playing field contrary to Madison’s vision of a balanced,
pluralistic republic. The concentration of financial power may:

- Amplify certain factions at the expense of others.
- Erode political equality among citizens.
- Undermine the diversity of voices Madison envisioned.

Defense of the Decision: Upholding the Spirit of Federalist 10

Supporters contend that the decision aligns with Madison’s core values:

- Protection of Free Speech: Ensuring all groups can participate fully in political discourse.
- Pluralism through Expression: Allowing diverse factions to compete openly.
- Checks on Government Power: Facilitating public awareness and accountability.

They argue that restricting expenditures would be analogous to suppressing speech, which Madison
rightly emphasized as vital for a functioning republic.

---



Conclusion: The Philosophical and Legal Synthesis

The relationship between Federalist No. 10 and Citizens United is rooted in foundational principles
of American constitutional democracy. Madison’s emphasis on factions and the importance of free
speech as a safeguard against tyranny informs the Court’s interpretation of the First Amendment in
the realm of political expenditures.

While Federalist 10 advocates for pluralism and the dispersal of factional power through structural
safeguards, Citizens United emphasizes that free expression—including financial support—must be
protected to preserve the democratic process. The Court’s decision reflects a commitment to these
principles, even as it raises ongoing debates about the influence of money and equality in American
politics.

In sum, Citizens United can be understood as a modern application of Madison’s belief that open,
protected speech is essential to counteract the potential excesses of factions—though it also prompts
vital questions about how best to balance free expression with equitable influence in a complex,
pluralistic democracy.

---

In essence, the link between Federalist 10 and Citizens United is a testament to the enduring
importance of free speech as a bulwark against factional tyranny, and it exemplifies the evolving
judicial interpretation of these foundational principles in the face of contemporary political realities.
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