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Publius’ Proleptic Constitution
CONNOR M. EWING University of Toronto, Canada

Even as The Federalist is frequently read to illuminate the origins of the American constitutional
order, it advances a powerful account of the political future to be created and encountered by the
polity the Constitution would found. Central to this account is a proleptic mode of analysis used to

anticipate probable political developments and future patterns of constitutional politics, depict their
systemic consequences, and identify how those consequences would feed back into the political system.
Publius’ proleptic analyses comprise a descriptive theory of constitutional development according to
which success on the terms stipulated—namely, the realization of a stable and well-administered consti-
tutional union—would both bolster the new national government and supply the conditions for the
expansion of its authority. Together, The Federalist’s proleptic analyses and the developmental theory
they comprise disclose a dynamic constitutional imagination characterized by the changeability of
authority relations.

INTRODUCTION

Today The Federalist is widely read to illuminate
America’s constitutional origins. As a work cre-
ated to urge ratification of the Constitution, the

logic runs, the eighty-five essays written by Alexander
Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay under the
pseudonym Publius provide unparalleled insight into
the document’s original meaning (Hamilton, Madison,
and Jay 1961).1 This justification undergirds The Fed-
eralist’s inclusion in secondary and post-secondary cur-
ricula across the United States, its invocation in both
political and popular discourse, and its citation by
courts up to and including the Supreme Court. Despite
its warrants, this backward-looking perspective
threatens to obscure the robust account Publius pre-
sents of America’s constitutional future. This account is
advanced via a pervasive mode of analysis that, bor-
rowing from literary theory, I call proleptic analysis.
Prompted by Anti-Federalist objections to the Consti-
tution, Publius employs proleptic analysis to anticipate
probable political developments and future patterns of
constitutional politics, depict their systemic conse-
quences, and identify how those consequences would
feed back into the political system. Taken individually,
Publius’ proleptic analyses depict discrete dimensions

of future constitutional politics, which in turn structure
larger arguments about the desirability and defensibil-
ity of the proposed Constitution. Taken together, they
comprise a descriptive theory of constitutional devel-
opment according to which success on the terms stipu-
lated—improved representation, stability, and good
administration—would cultivate a political culture
more favorable to the national government. In turn,
these developments would furnish the conditions for
the expansion of national authority, triggering feed-
back mechanisms that would bolster the national gov-
ernment’s capacity and popular support. The Federalist
thus portrays a Constitution characterized not by stasis
and settlement but dynamism and development.
Although later readers must of necessity look back on
Publius’ work, Publius looks forward to the possible
futures the Constitution would simultaneously pre-
clude and inaugurate. Proleptic analysis is the means
by which the constitutional politics of those futures are
depicted.

Written in the midst of a pitched battle over ratifica-
tion, The Federalist is fundamentally a work of political
rhetoric: its overarching aim was to secure support for
the Constitution. Moreover, as a collection of public
essays aimed at persuasion, it is particularly well suited
to analysis as a rhetorical work.While fewwould contest
this description, disagreements emerge over whether
Publius’ rhetorical purpose undermines the value, accu-
racy, or sincerity of the arguments he advances. In this
essay, I take The Federalist to be a work of deliberative
rhetoric in the Aristotelian tradition, construing the
essays as instances of political reasoning oriented toward
persuading readers of the expediency of ratifying the
Constitution (Arnhart 1990; Zug 2022, 27–32). By itself,
though, deliberative rhetoric under-specifies the phe-
nomenon with which we are concerned, stopping short
of specifying how Publius’ deliberative enterprise is
advanced. A full understanding of the text thus requires
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a deeper level of investigation, one that identifies the
different analytical modes Publius employs in service of
his arguments in behalf of the Constitution. Such an
examination reveals that Publius uses a number of
approaches to explicate and defend the Constitution,
ranging from historical analysis to philosophical inquiry.
What distinguishes The Federalist’s proleptic anal-

ysis, and what merits its identification as a distinct
analytical approach, is the contribution it makes to
Publius’ deliberative rhetoric. While deliberative rhe-
toric appeals to shared understandings of “the com-
mon good or advantage of the political community”
(Yack 2006, 421), proleptic analysis is oriented toward
informing such assessments through accounts of how
constitutional politics would develop over time and
what the consequences of those developments would
be. If deliberative rhetoric is concerned with norma-
tive evaluations of the perceived consequences of a
proposed course of action, proleptic analysis supplies
a vision of the future on the basis of which such
evaluations can be made. Given the centrality of this
analytical mode to both The Federalist’s main argu-
ments and its broader deliberative purpose, Publius’
proleptic analysis and the developmental theory it
comprises deserve recognition as constitutive features
of the text.
But an even more significant claim can be made: the

analytical mode that is the focus of this essay discloses a
conception of the Constitution that contrasts sharply
with the dominant contemporary conception. Such con-
ceptions, or “constitutional imaginations” as Gienapp
refers to them in his pathbreaking work on American
constitutional history (2018), structure how we under-
stand constitutional ontology and meaning, as well as
the modes and processes of justification appropriate to
constitutional discourse. The central commitments of
the contemporary constitutional imagination are that
the Constitution is fundamentally a textual, prescrip-
tive, and codified instrument that defines authority
relations, circumscribes lawful political conduct, and
functions as the supreme law. A corollary of this under-
standing is the belief that the Constitution fixes consti-
tutional meaning, freezing in place the authority
relations it established upon ratification. As Antonin
Scalia put it, “It certainly cannot be said that a consti-
tution naturally suggests changeability; to the contrary,
its whole purpose is to prevent change” (1997, 40).
While this view has an obvious affinity with originalist
methods of interpretation, it enjoys broad acceptance.
So hegemonic is this constitutional ontology that it sets
the terms of debate for even its critics. Many opponents
of originalism advocate an interpretive approach
directed toward transcending the Constitution Scalia
describes and, in so doing, concede the accuracy of that
description (Gienapp 2018, 10–1; Tulis and Mellow
2018, 42–3). This prevailing constitutional imagination
implies a sharp distinction between the periods of con-
stitutional creation and constitutional interpretation.
The Federalist is widely consulted today to inform the
second by way of explicating the first (e.g., Lupu 1998;
Scalia 1997, 38).

As Gienapp demonstrates, however, this modern
constitutional imagination differs significantly from the
imagination expressed by many among America’s
founding generation. In fact, what was just described
as the contemporary American constitutional imagina-
tion developed out of and, to a large extent, supplanted
an older way of thinking about constitutions. Drawing
on a long tradition of constitutional thinking rooted in
British history and extending through colonial politics,
many at the time of the founding understood constitu-
tions as “dynamic interlocking systems of powers rather
than inert objects defined by their textuality” that,
“because of their fluid character, were simultaneously
fixed yet changing” (2018, 23; cf. Grey 1978 and Sherry
1987, 1128–46). While this earlier constitutional imagi-
nation informed the construction of the Constitution, it
was contested in and ultimately refashioned by pivotal
early contests. Through these disputes emerged a more
determinate conception of the Constitution, “as an arti-
fact circumscribed in time and space” whose meaning
was discovered by “historical excavation” (Gienapp
2018, 10 and 11).Thus,Gienapp argues, theConstitution
became “fixed” in the decades following ratification—
not repaired or improved but “imagined…as a written,
discrete, inert, historically conceived object composed of
words, contained on parchment, and enforced by
judges” (2018, 326).

Situating The Federalist within the discursive and con-
ceptual landscapes of founding-era constitutional imagi-
nations casts fresh light on this well-known text. Because
they are used to illuminate the Constitution, invocations
of The Federalist employ—either explicitly or implicitly
—assumptions about what kind of thing the Constitution
is, what it does, and how it should be understood. An
awareness of the uncertainty and contestation surround-
ing the basic features of constitutional ontology at the
founding thus reveals the different ways The Federalist
might be understood. My goal, then, is not to argue for
the importance of one analytical mode over others but to
identify inThe Federalist a pervasive but neglectedmode
of analysis underpinning a powerful account of constitu-
tional change. Doing so reveals that The Federalist
expresses a constitutional imagination that accommo-
dates both fixity and flux, stability amidst development.
In sharp contrast with the now dominant constitutional
imagination, the changeability of authority relations is at
the heart of the Constitution that Publius describes.

Accordingly, attention to the role of proleptic analysis
in The Federalist promises not only to enrich our under-
standing of the text as a work of political rhetoric but
also to provide a clearer picture of the broader under-
standing of constitutionalism that informed its authors
and readers alike. The pervasiveness of these arguments
reflects a constitutional imagination that has significant
implications for our understanding of constitutional
meaning and, consequently, the role of different political
institutions in discovering, creating, and articulating that
meaning. Recognizing the nature, extent, and broader
significance of proleptic analysis in The Federalist is,
therefore, essential for understanding the ideological
context in which the American Constitution was
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constructed and debated, as well as the background
against which it has developed. Finally, because Publius’
proleptic analyses are bound up with the characteristic
features of modern constitutionalism—namely, a funda-
mental law entrenching political institutions, processes,
and protections oriented toward realizing a particular
kind of future—this essay formalizes an analytical mode
that may be a feature of deliberative foundings more
generally (Elster 2000, 88–115). For this reason, a close
examination of the seminal text of American political
thought should ultimately lead us to inquire into other
cases of constitutional creation characterized by “reflec-
tion and choice” (1:3).
Both judicial invocations and scholarly uses of The

Federalist tend to eschew its future-oriented dimensions
in favor of an emphasis on how Publius’ essays can
inform questions of constitutional interpretation. As
one empirical study of the Supreme Court’s use of The
Federalist concludes, despite oft-repeated concerns
about the reliability of Publius’ writings as a guide to
objective meaning, “they nonetheless remain a primary
and influential source of original interpretation and orig-
inal meaning of the Constitution” (Corley, Howard, and
Nixon 2005, 331). Although the text has been cited both
more frequently by conservative justices and as support
for multiple variants of original meaning (Maggs 2007),
reliance on The Federalist for purposes of constitutional
interpretation has hardly been limited to the Court’s
originalists. In one high-profile instance, a justice went
so far as to confess that, “In deciding these cases…it is
The Federalist that finally determines my position”
(Printz v. United States 1997, 971). In that case, as in
others, The Federalist was adduced to determine the
limits of constitutionality by reference to Publius’
account of what was permissible or expected practice
under the Constitution. Such uses carry the implication
that the constitutional text contains the answers to ques-
tions about constitutionalmeaning, and that Publius is an
authoritative (if not dispositive) source for illuminating
those answers.
Turning from judicial to scholarly treatments we find

much of the same, with The Federalist serving as a
touchstone for those seeking to assess the Constitu-
tion’s meaning, logic, and intended operation. Promi-
nent among this category are Rakove’s (1996)
influential historical contextualization of the Constitu-
tion—itself something of a response to originalist invo-
cations of founding-era history—as well as a range of
studies addressing federalism (Barber 2013; Beer
1993), separation of powers (Thomas 2008; Tulis
1987), and the executive, legislative, and judicial
branches (Kleinerman 2009; Weiner 2019). Though
distinct from judicial invocations of The Federalist in
both purpose and effect, works in this vein are none-
theless similar in their treatment of Publius’ essays as
particularly insightful accounts of the meaning, design,
and justification of the Constitution in whole and
in part.
A further methodological approach treats The Fed-

eralist as an explication of the philosophical commit-
ments of the Constitution or its authors. Illustrative
works in this genre include Epstein’s (1984) and

White’s (1987) synoptic studies of The Federalist.
Despite their differences, both treat Publius’ writings
principally within the context of their philosophical
commitments, fundamental principles, and theoretical
significance. This approach has enabled The Federalist
to serve as a key source for assessments of the relative
influences of liberalism and republicanism on the
founding (e.g., Sellers 1998), as well as that of ancient
andmodern thinkers ranging fromAristotle andCicero
to Hume, Locke, and Montesquieu (e.g., McDonald
1985; West 2017). Other topical treatments have
adduced Publius’ essays in examinations of justice,
human nature, political authority, popular sovereignty,
and self-government in the political system established
by the Constitution (e.g., Allen 1993; Banning 1995;
Diamond 1959; Sheehan 2009).

The purpose of this overview of prevailing
approaches to The Federalist is neither to criticize them
nor to argue that they are inaccurate. Rather, I mean to
suggest that the interpretive methods regularly brought
to bear on the text—spurred by the substantive con-
cerns motivating appeals to it—lead readers to priori-
tize (indeed, to see) certain themes or arguments and
not others. Among those neglected aspects is the per-
vasive analytical approach Publius uses to identify the
processes by which the scope and location of political
authority could shift over time and how governmental
administration and political culture would structure
those shifts. Unlike previous examinations of The Fed-
eralist’s rhetorical structure and strategies (Estes 2008;
Riker 1996) or formal techniques of Publius’ delibera-
tive rhetoric like metaphor and enthymeme (Arnhart
1990, 55–63; Taylor 2002, 267–73), this essay is princi-
pally concerned with explicating a particular analytical
mode. In so doing, I build on a range of seminal works
on The Federalist that highlight the centrality of admin-
istration and political culture, and the relationship of
both to political authority (e.g., Carey 1989a, 1989b;
Diamond 1961; Greene 1994; Levy 2007; Smith 2007;
Storing 1981, 1:3–76).

The most developed argument along the lines of the
account presented here, advanced byTulis andMellow,
identifies in The Federalist “an unrecognized political
logic of the Constitution” which “meant the nationali-
zation of American politics, ‘big government,’ a pow-
erful presidency, and a judiciary at the national level
with wide interpretative license” (2018, 28 and 44).
Similarly, though they do not necessarily acknowledge
the historical developments Gienapp traces, a range of
studies discern in the founding a distinctive (though
superseded) way of thinking about constitutions as
future-forging instruments (Harris 2009; Thomas
2015, 20–5; Tulis 2011, 177). Despite their many
strengths, this literature is limited by efforts to connect
The Federalist’s anticipation of future constitutional
politics to particular historical developments; specific
political concerns, like interbranch relations (Thomas
2008) or the creation of a civic body politic (Finn 2014);
or overarching objectives, such as solving coordination
problems (Ferejohn and Hills 2020). Moreover, all of
these studies draw on only a small subset of Publius’
essays.
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Extending these works, I trace Publius’ proleptic
analysis across the full sweep ofThe Federalist, drawing
widely from Hamilton’s, Madison’s, and Jay’s contri-
butions; incorporating material from each thematic
subset; and engaging all eighty-five essays. Adopting
an exegetical and textual focus, I refrain from addres-
sing the accuracy or historical consequences of Publius’
arguments.Doing so helps guard against “confusing the
Federalist with the Constitution itself” (Furtwangler
1984, 33) while also keeping open the possibility that,
as I believe, the Constitution’s operative logics are
more complex and ambivalent than Publius’ presenta-
tion. Such a comprehensive analysis allows us to see the
full scope of an analytical approach that is only partially
described by earlier scholarship. Equally important, it
provides a clearer view of the broader understandings
of constitutionalism and constitutional development
that Publius’ essays disclose.
In what follows, I introduce the concept of proleptic

constitutional analysis, grounding it in both the essays
of The Federalist and the broader debate over ratifica-
tion. I then identify Publius’ proleptic arguments in the
three domains that structure his dynamic account of
constitutional politics: constitutional union, political
culture, and governmental administration. Finally, I
describe the theory of constitutional development com-
prised of these arguments before offering a brief con-
clusion.

CONSTITUTIONAL PROLEPSIS AND THE
AMERICAN FOUNDING

Drawn from literary theory, prolepsis is amechanismby
which a future event, development, or state of affairs is
anticipated or prefigured. More formally, prolepsis is
“the narrative manoeuver that consists of narrating or
evoking in advance an event that will take place in the
future” (Genette 1980, 40). A classic example of pro-
lepsis is Tiresias’ prophecy early in Sophocles’ Oedipus
Rex that Oedipus would marry his mother and murder
his father. A more contemporary example, noted by
Brescó (2017, 283), is the opening line ofGabriel García
Márquez’sOneHundred Years of Solitude, in which the
reader is told: “Many years later, as he faced the firing
squad, Colonel Aureliano Buendía was to remember
that distant afternoon when his father took him to
discover ice” (1970, 1).As it does in both of theseworks,
prolepsis serves as a narrative guide for the reader,
identifying a future point toward (and frequently
through) which the intervening story moves. Linking
its meaning and purpose, Toolan (2013, 43) describes
prolepsis as “an achronological movement forward in
time, so that a future event is related textually ‘before its
time’, before the presentation of chronologically inter-
mediate events (which end up being narrated later).”
In addition to this technical definition, prolepsis also

has a more expansive meaning, reflected in its use in
psychology andmemory studies (e.g., Brescó 2018; Cole
1996, 183–5), and can be understood as “bringing the
future into the present” (Brescó 2017, 283). By charac-
terizing Publius’ analytical mode as proleptic, I mean to

leverage this broader meaning in order to capture The
Federalist’s account of how politics would develop both
under and in the absence of the Constitution’s institu-
tions, offices, and processes. Unlike the narrative use of
prolepsis, Publius’ use does not anticipate specific
events that would transpire or end states that would
be realized. Deployed in service of establishing a par-
ticular constitutional order oriented toward securing
substantive ends and aspirations (Barber 1984; Jacob-
sohn 1986), the proleptic analyses of The Federalist
prefigure probable developments and patterns of con-
stitutional politics—not just in the immediate future, but
over and through time.

Whereas literary prolepsis is made possible by the
existence of a narrative that comprehensively defines
an order and trajectory of events, Publius’ analytical
prolepsis ismade possible by the deliberative context of
ratification. The conjunction of the prospective nature
of political decision-making and the polity-forging pur-
poses of modern constitutions introduces a temporal
frame to the ratification debate—a relative past, pre-
sent, and future—that supplies the prerequisites for
prolepsis. While some rhetorical uses of prolepsis
emphasize argumentative anticipation (e.g., Leff and
Goodwin 2000)—presenting a response to an interloc-
utor’s imagined counterargument—applying prolepsis
to the domain of political analysis emphasizes a differ-
ent sense of anticipation, that oriented toward depic-
tion or description of the future (Dupriez 1991, 356). In
The Federalist, Publius’ proleptic analyses are not
intended to anticipate objections but to present descrip-
tive accounts of future politics on the basis of which
deliberative assessments can be made.

Despite its significance, proleptic analysis is but one
analytical mode Publius employs. Other times he
engages in what might be considered a philosophical
mode of analysis, a method he describes as advancing
arguments “on the ground of theoretic propriety”
(61:413; cf. 70:474). Such analyses range from defend-
ing the proposed Constitution’s fidelity to “republican
principles” and defining “the aim of every political
constitution” (39:250–2, 57:384) to invoking the axioms
that justify particular design choices (23:147, 40:259–60,
80:535). Elsewhere The Federalist offers historical ana-
lyses, as in the series of essays chronicling the structure
and vices of ancient and modern confederacies (Nos.
18–22). Political history is also a component of Publius’
comparative analytic mode, which is most evident in his
discussions of state constitutions and how they relate to
the proposed national constitution (47:327–31, 48:335,
50:344–5, 52:357–8, 53:360–3, 55:373–4, 69 passim,
74:500, 83:565–8, 85:587–8). Other times, as Rakove
has argued (2017, xii and 46–53), Publiusmakes use of a
proto-game theoretic analysis, presenting assessments
of how preference-possessing political actors facing
institutionally imposed incentives and constraints
would behave (e.g., 51 passim, 58:395–6).

The proleptic analyses that comprise The Federalist’s
theory of constitutional development go beyond simple
depictions of the broad contours of future politics. But
it is worth recognizing how prevalent such passages are
because they are no less concerned with the nature of
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future politics and, moreover, reveal Publius’ under-
standing of both how particular institutions would
function and what phenomena would bear on that
functioning. Identifying these simpler instances of pro-
lepsis will facilitate a clearer understanding of the more
elaborate examples discussed in the following sections.
Themost common case of simple proleptic analysis in

The Federalist involves the anticipated relationship
between actors serving in different levels of govern-
ment.Multiple times, Publius cites the likely “rivalship”
that will exist between state governments and the union,
such that “in any contest between the federal head and
one of its members, the people will be most apt to unite
with their local government” (25:159; cf. 59:402, 84:582–
3). But alongside inter-governmental competition he
also anticipates cooperation, speculating that the collec-
tion of internal taxes “will generally be made by the
officers, and according to the rules appointed by the
several states” (45:313; cf. 54:371–2).
Another prominent area where Publius depicts the

future of constitutionally structured politics is in his
discussion of the nature of representation. Summariz-
ing his previous argument in No. 35 about the propriety
of confiding toCongress a general power of taxation, he
argues at the outset of No. 36 that the Constitution
would, “from the natural operation of the different
interests and views of the various classes of the
community,” give rise to a set of representatives that
“will consist almost entirely of proprietors of land, of
merchants, and of members of the learned professions,
who will truly represent all those different interests
and views” (36:223). Further arguments along these
lines occur in Publius’ treatments of taxation (21:133–
4, 32:202, 56:379–80), defense (24:157, 26:168–9,
41:270–1), and the institutional consequences of
national expansion (75:508–9).
The identification of analytical prolepsis in The Fed-

eralist should not be surprising when we consider the
broader context of ratification. That debate was rife
with proleptic reasoning, a fact to which Publius repeat-
edly draws attention. Indeed, numerousAnti-Federalist
objections to the Constitution—including some of the
most significant—were explicitly proleptic in form. As
Shklar characterizes theAnti-Federalists, “They did not
see immediate dangers ahead but anticipated distant,
irreversible consequences” (1977, 1287; but seeKenyon
1966, lvi). This is, perhaps, most clear in the charge of
consolidation, one of the central components of the
Anti-Federalist case against the Constitution and a
persistent concern during ratification (Cornell 1999,
26–34; Storing 1981, 1:10–1).
According to this line of attack, the Constitution

threatened to supplant the existing state governments,
with the central government arrogating all power to
itself and, in the process, stripping local governments
of the powers they once possessed. The specific form of
these arguments is crucially important, as it reveals the
precise grounds of the objection. While some Anti-
Federalists, like Cato and Agrippa (Storing 1981,
2:108 and 4:77), at times suggested that a consolidation
would result immediately upon the Constitution’s rati-
fication, others argued that one would develop over

time. As Brutus put the argument, “[A]lthough the
government reported by the convention does not go
to a perfect and entire consolidation, yet it approaches
so near to it, that it must, if executed, certainly and
infallibly terminate in it” (Storing 1981, 2:365). Simi-
larly, in a speech before the New York ratifying con-
vention George Clinton concluded, “[W]e may safely
venture to pronounce that it is not only possible but
highly probable; that should the Constitution be
adopted, it will ere long terminate in a consolidation
of the United States into one general government”
(Storing 1981, 6:183; cf. 2:13). Central to these argu-
ments was the belief that the true consequences of the
Constitution would become apparent only with time, as
its institutions took root and its politics unfolded.

Judging from the tone and substance ofThe Federalist
as a whole, Publius acutely perceived not only the
significance of these Anti-Federalists objections but
also their form and method. After summarizing one
argument that claimed the proposed taxing power
would “by degrees” produce a consolidation, Publius
writes in No. 31: “This mode of reasoning appears
sometimes to turn upon the supposition of usurpation
in the national government; at other times, it seems to
be designed only as a deduction from the constitutional
operation of its intended powers” (31:197; cf. 46:323,
60 passim). Explicit recognition of the proleptic dimen-
sions of Anti-Federalist arguments also appears in ref-
erence to objections concerning the supremacy and
necessary and proper clauses (33:204), the likely com-
position of the House of Representatives (57:386), the
national government’s ability to regulate certain aspects
of elections (61:414), the constitution of the executive
(38:244, 67:452–3), and the consequences of the pro-
posed federal judiciary (81:545, 552).

But Publius did not stop at simply acknowledging this
feature of Anti-Federalist arguments. Nor was he
above portraying their developmental concerns as the
fruit of addled and paranoid minds. After spelling out
themulti-step process entailed byAnti-Federalist argu-
ments about the development of military establish-
ments, Publius insists that they “appear to every one
more like the incoherent dreams of a delirious jealousy,
or the misguided exaggerations of a counterfeit zeal,
than like the sober apprehensions of a genuine
patriotism” (46:321). But even as he distinguished his
opponents’ proleptic fears from “genuine patriotism,”
Publius nevertheless recognizes that these arguments
were rooted in concerns that, if accurate, were legiti-
mate. As he writes later in No. 47: “Were the federal
constitution, therefore, really chargeable with this
accumulation of power, or with a mixture of powers,
having a dangerous tendency to such an accumulation,
no further arguments would be necessary to inspire a
universal reprobation of the system” (324).

Ultimately, just as Anti-Federalists frequently argued
that the Constitution’s vices would be disclosed with the
passage of time, so too does Publius argue that its virtues
would emerge through the progressive operation of
constitutional politics. In the course of responding to
various criticisms of the Constitution, Publius explicitly
acknowledges this and stresses that proleptic thinking is

Publius’ Proleptic Constitution

5

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

23
00

11
19

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055423001119


necessary to appreciate the Constitution’s merits. After
canvassing Anti-Federalist arguments against the pro-
posed revenue powers, he explains, “In pursuing this
inquiry, we must bear in mind, that we are not to confine
our view to the present period, but to look forward to
remote futurity” (34:210). In the specific context of
revenue powers, a proleptic perspective counseled look-
ing beyond “immediate necessities” and confiding to the
national government an expansive power to tax (34:211).
Elsewhere, Publius stresses that it would not be possible
to assess “the defects of the existing confederation” or
“to determine clearly and fully the merits of this
constitution” without “calculating its probable effects”
(37:231). This was because, as is later argued in
No. 82, “Time only canmature and perfect so compound
a system, liquidate themeaningof all the parts, and adjust
them to each other in a harmonious and consistent
whole” (553; cf. 37:236, 78:525). Thus, for advocates as
for opponents, the battle over ratification was in large
measure a fight over the future contemplated by the
proposed Constitution, a future that required depiction
in order to be evaluated (Tulis 2011, 175–8).

PROLEPTIC ANALYSIS IN THE FEDERALIST

Despite widespread agreement between Federalists
and Anti-Federalists about the utility of union, Anti-
Federalists broadly preferred extant modes and institu-
tions of political life to the reforms the Constitution
promised. This bias underlay the dark political future
they believedwas entailed by the charter of government
proposed by the constitutional convention. Seen in this
light, the Constitution entailed “the superimposition of
a new form of politics, national politics, on top of
political life forms that, at the time, did not represent
local politics because there was virtually no national
politics to which they could be compared” (Wolin 1989,
87). Accordingly, it was incumbent upon Publius to
offer a counter-depiction of the political future. This is
precisely what he does in The Federalist, presenting a
comprehensive picture of both constitutional failure
and constitutional success. This section traces Publius’
proleptic analyses over the whole course of The Feder-
alist, beginning with his account of a (dis)united future
before turning to consider the roles of political culture
and governmental administration in the development of
constitutional politics.

Union: Visions of Success and Failure

The Federalist’s case for the Constitution is built on a
vision of union decisively defined by its negation. As
Harris observes, “the Founding of Constitutional Amer-
ica encompasses a Constitution of Order substantially
corresponding to a Constitution of Disorder” (2009, 66).
On this understanding, the arguments in support of the
Constitution were reciprocally defined by a detailed
vision of political failure, giving rise to a Positive Consti-
tution and a Negative Constitution. In The Federalist,
these arguments “are developed as an imaginative

comprehensive alternative, in opposition to the Antife-
deralists’ Positive andNegative constitutions” (2009, 77).

While Harris illustrates this argument with reference
mainly to Nos. 14 and 15, Publius’ contemplation of the
contours of both a united and a disunited future are
woven throughout the text as a whole. Moreover, this
proleptic mode of analysis links his case for the neces-
sity of union to his depiction of how politics within the
new constitutional union would play out. In this way, as
the next section explains, The Federalist’s descriptive
theory of constitutional development is inscribed
within Publius’ proleptic account of the political future
held out by the Constitution.

The Federalist begins with an extended analysis of
the advantages of union driven as much by the benefits
to be realized as the calamities to be avoided if the
Constitution were ratified. This is apparent from
the first essay’s identification of the alternatives facing
the American people. In the oft-cited opening para-
graph of No. 1, Publius frames the ratification debate as
answering “whether societies of men are really capable
or not, of establishing good government from reflection
and choice, or whether they are forever destined to
depend, for their political constitutions, on accident and
force” (1:3). While the emphasis is most frequently
placed on the “reflection and choice” component of
this assertion, it is important to recognize how much
time Publius devotes to adumbrating the consequences
of receiving a constitution by “accident and force,” that
is, refusing to ratify the convention’s proposal. Far from
concealing his analytical approach, Publius explicitly
describes it, further underscoring the salience of his
proleptic arguments (e.g., 8:44). The Negative Consti-
tution Publius elucidates in The Federalist’s opening
movement entails a political future of disunion and
disorder. The immediate consequence of rejecting the
Constitution, he argues, would not be the complete
independence of the states but the development of
several smaller confederations, formed in part out of
necessity due to the internal and external convulsions
that would emerge (2:8, 5:24–6, 8:49; cf. 28:177–8).

For Publius, a disunited future promised only wors-
ened animosities and rivalries between states, with
disputes likely to arise over territorial claims, com-
merce, and debt (7:41–2). In pursuit of their own
economic advantage, states would (as they already
had) impose regulations burdening out-of-state com-
merce, the costs of which would be passed on to con-
sumers and producers alike (22:137, 42:283). The
dissolution of the confederacy and ensuing strain that
would be put on the states—or on any smaller confed-
eracies that might form—would furnish both the con-
ditions and the demand for the establishment of a
standing army. The fear of a standing army was, along
with the threat of consolidation, a central component of
the Anti-Federalist case against the Constitution, and
the irony was not lost on Publius. Faced with such
criticisms, he countered, “But standing armies, it may
be replied, must inevitably result from a dissolution of
the confederacy” (8:46).

In a parallel move, to those who saw in the proposed
Constitution the specter of monarchy, Publius responds
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that the conditions of conflict that would attend dis-
union would invariably lead to the aggrandizement of
the executive, with the result that “their constitutions
would acquire a progressive direction toward
monarchy” (8:46). In both cases, the result would be
the development “by successive augmentations of its
force and energy” of a government more powerful but
less responsible than the one proposed by the Consti-
tution (22:145). Even if the disunited states managed to
avoidmilitary conflict, Publius argues that no one could
“suppose that the affairs of such a confederacy can be
properly regulated by a government, less comprehen-
sive in its organs or institutions, than that which has
been proposed by the convention” (13:80). This was so
not least because a “less comprehensive” government,
and especially one that lacked “the power of extending
its operations to individuals,” would have to rely on
violence and force to ensure compliance with the law
(16:101; cf. 15:95–6, 27:174–5).
The domestic consequences of disunion anticipated

by Publius would only exacerbate the threats from
abroad that the states already faced. Alluding to the
foreign debts owed by many states, he argues in
No. 7 that as internal disputes festered, “foreign powers
would urge for the satisfaction of their just demands;
and the peace of the states would be exposed to the
double contingency of external invasion, and internal
contention” (41). In this way, continued rivalry at home
would leave the states ripe for exploitation, conquest,
and domination from abroad. Clarifying this argument
in No. 11, Publius explains that interstate rivalries
would “make them checks upon each other,” prevent-
ing them from realizing the “advantages, which nature
has kindly placed within our reach” (68). Thus inca-
pacitated, Publius continues, “It would be in the power
of the maritime nations, availing themselves of our
universal impotence, to prescribe the conditions of
our political existence” (11:69). In sum, disunion prom-
ised conflict, insecurity, economic strife, and ultimately
a loss of freedom.
Against this comprehensive vision of failure, The

Federalist’s Positive Constitution offers a picture of
future political success. Revealingly, Publius does not
say that unionwould eventuate in peace—at least not in
an uncomplicated fashion. Rather, he concedes that,
when confronted with a stronger American union,
“jealousies and uneasiness may gradually slide into
the minds and cabinets of other nations,” to the point
that “inducements to war may arise” (4:20). But the
advantages of union would ultimately impel rival pow-
ers to pursue a path of conciliation and cooperation
(4:22). Publius returns to this point in No. 59, where he
predicts that the united states may well face a more
bellicose international scene precisely because of the
benefits union would produce (59:403).
Thus, in Publius’ account, external risks would exist

in a united and disunited future alike. The difference
was that union promised advantages unavailable in a
state of disunion, advantages that made facing the risks
of foreign hostility both possible and worthwhile. Fore-
most among these was commercial independence, a
goal that required the political agreement only union

could supply (11:72). Indeed, union held out the possi-
bility that, as the political-economic order consolidated
and grew in strength, the United States and their
citizens could “hope, ere long, to become the arbiter
of Europe in America” (11:68). This goal would, in
Publius’ view, require the development of a navy, the
conditions for which—principally the homogenization
of “the principles of navigation” and the provision of
adequate revenue (11:70, 12:73–4)—would similarly be
supplied by union over time. In this way, on Publius’
account, the advantages of union were arrayed tempo-
rally, with some arising only after others were first
realized, and entailed feedback processes by which
these developments reinforced the viability and perfor-
mance of the broader system.

Both the internal and external goals of the proposed
constitutional order required not just any union but one
with particular characteristics. Publius’ arguments
make clear that the success of the proposed Constitu-
tion—measured by its ability to avoid the failures and
achieve the ends set out above—depended on the
scope, internal structure, and republican character of
the regime to be established.While these aspects ofThe
Federalist figure prominently in many accounts of the
structure of American politics and the foundations of
American constitutionalism, they warrant identifica-
tion here because they further clarify the nature of
the aspirations the Constitution was intended to facil-
itate and secure: each of them would be realized prin-
cipally in and through time.

Consider, for instance, Publius’ celebrated argu-
ments in Nos. 9 and 10 about the advantages of a
“confederate republic,” one that entailed “the enlarge-
ment of the orbit” within which the political system
would “revolve” (9:55, 52). Even Publius’ choice of
words to describe the system he was advocating—that
it would “revolve” rather than simply exist—draws
attention to the fact that the advantages of an extended
republic would emerge from the operation of the sys-
tem. The ability of a large republic to control factions,
to produce both better representatives and better rep-
resentation, to furnish the stability necessary for eco-
nomic flourishing and effective governance (10:62–3,
64–5)—all of these are features of political perfor-
mance, achievements only to the extent that they are
actively maintained and reproduced. The character of
these aims is well captured in No. 68, where Publius
confidently asserts that “the true test of a good govern-
ment is, its aptitude and tendency to produce a good
administration” (461). Crucially, as we will see shortly,
administration is a process and not a state, a diachronic
rather than a synchronic phenomenon. To the extent
that it serves as a byword for the broader object of
constitutional reform, Publius’ deep concern about
administration is a marker of the proleptic mode of
analysis that pervades The Federalist.

Political Culture: Confidence and Attachment

Having limned the alternative political futures that
hung in the balance during the ratification debates,
Publius turns to a closer examination of the internal
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structure of the government proposed by the Constitu-
tion. Here he begins to construct a more general vision
of how future constitutional politics would be struc-
tured, as well as how they might develop. This vision is
animated by two broad sets of political considerations,
the first related to political culture and the second to the
administration of government. Each of these is
inscribed within the political future of union that Pub-
lius elaborates in the opening series of essays.
While elements of this analysis appear in the essays

that discuss the advantages of union, it is developed
most fully in those that defend the Constitution against
the specific charge of consolidation and a variety of
related objections centered on the dangers posed by the
powers granted to the new national government. As we
saw earlier, Anti-Federalist arguments along these
lines were proleptic in character, urging “that the oper-
ation of the federal government will by degrees prove
fatal to the state governments” (45:310). Publius’
response is notable not only for its similarly proleptic
mode but also for the grounds it cites. The full sweep of
Publius’ arguments on this front make clear the belief
that the future politics of the Constitution’s reformed
union would be decisively shaped by political culture,
which can be broadly understood as the “particular
pattern of orientations to political action” in which
the political system is embedded (Almond 1958, 396).
In The Federalist, political culture registers in the ubiq-
uitous rhetoric of popular attachment, confidence, sen-
timent, and public opinion—all of which mark widely
held beliefs, dispositions, commitments, and affections
(Ewing 2016, 704–12; Pears 2021, 39–75). In the near
term, Publius argues, that culture and the material
realities it supported would favor the states. This is
reflected in the repeated citation of the contingent
political advantages enjoyed by the states that, he
contends, would protect against encroachment by
the national government. Political culture, not legal
limitations or parchment barriers, is the operative
mechanism in the The Federalist’s response to the
Anti-Federalists’ charge of consolidation (cf. Levy
2007, 464–6).
As Publius transitions out of the argument for the

advantages of union, he stresses the necessity of an
unmediated relationship between a government and
its citizens, the absence of which had brought the con-
federation to “almost the last stage of national
humiliation” (15:91). Rather than depending on the
states for the enforcement of laws or the collection of
revenue, a national government free from the media-
tion of the states would be equipped to do so itself.
Unsurprisingly, this raised suspicion among those wary
of the centralization of power. Thus they argued, in
Publius’ words, that the Constitution “would tend to
render the government of the union too powerful, and
to enable it to absorb those residuary authorities, which
it might be judged proper to leave with the states for
local purposes” (17:105; cf. 45:308).
To answer this objection, Publius does not adduce

legal strictures or limitations but instead points to how
the populace would respond to the operations of the
new government. Because the national government

would concern “general interests” that were distant
or obscure, he argues, its operations would be “less
likely to inspire a habitual sense of obligation, and an
active sentiment of attachment” (17:108). In conjunc-
tion with the state governments’ regulation of “more
minute interests,” the “diffusive construction of the
national government” would furnish the states with a
strong base of popular support and influence (17:106,
107). These claims—both proleptic in character—were
grounded in the observation, which Publius calls “a
known fact of human nature,” that popular “affections
are commonly weak in proportion to the distance or
diffusiveness of the object” (17:107).

Returning to this argument inNos. 45 and 46, Publius
again stresses the advantages enjoyed by the states,
saying that “the first and most natural attachment of
the people, will be to the governments of their respec-
tive states” (46:316). After surveying both the compar-
ative capacities of the governments that would
compose the new federal system and the political cul-
ture in which they would be embedded, Publius con-
fessed that it seemed to him the threat of encroachment
ran in the opposite direction from what Anti-
Federalists insisted (45:311–3; cf. 29:185). He was con-
vinced, he writes in the conclusion of No. 45, “that the
balance is much more likely to be disturbed by the
preponderancy” of the state governments rather than
the national government (45:310; cf. 44:305).

Despite repeatedly emphasizing that the states
benefitted from the prevailing political culture and thus
had little to fear from encroachment, Publius’ argu-
ments also suggest that political culture was itself var-
iable. Indeed, The Federalist makes clear that the
regime contemplated by the Constitution was oriented
toward the transformation of political culture. After all,
a corollary of the “fact of human nature” noted above is
that popular affections would become stronger as their
objects became closer or the government less diffuse,
which is precisely what Publius contends would happen
with the new national government (27:173). A crucial
part of this process, as formuch else in the Constitution,
was the ability of the national government to secure
revenue without the intervention of the states. So
equipped, the national government would both have
more reliable revenue streams and be better able to
borrow from creditors abroad, two areas of especial
incapacity under the Articles of Confederation. As a
result, “Foreigners, as well as the citizens of America,
could then reasonably repose confidence in its
engagements” (30:193). These arguments suggest that,
to the extent it was successful, the government estab-
lished by theConstitution would first create a new locus
of popular attachment within the polity and then
increasingly attract popular support as its operations
became known to the people.

Finally, political culture was also a fundamental
consideration in Publius’ analysis of a central goal
of the proposed Constitution: stability (10:56–7,
43:296, 62:420–2). In many respects, instability
(or “mutability,” as it is at times referred to) was at
the heart of The Federalist’s condemnation of the
Articles of Confederation. Remedying this flaw is
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cited as both the purpose of and justification for
multiple features of the convention’s proposal, includ-
ing the original reeligibility of the president (71:484–5,
72:490–1), its veto provisions (73:496), and the process
of appointing federal officials (62:419–20, 76:513,
77:515–6). Moreover, stability is also cited as a
broader purpose of government: “Stability in govern-
ment, is essential to national character, and to the
advantages annexed to it, as well as to that repose
and confidence in the minds of the people, which are
among the chief blessings of civil society” (37:234;
cf. 49:340). As in this passage, Publius’ treatment of
stability frequently emphasizes its connection to polit-
ical culture, specifically the opinion people hold of
government, their estimation of others’ opinions of
government, and the confidence those opinions
inspire or fail to inspire. In addition to rendering
public policy ineffective, mutability was so dangerous
because it produced a “want of confidence” that
“damps every useful undertaking” (62:421). “But the
most deplorable effect of all,” Publius writes at the end
of No. 62, “is that diminution of attachment and
reverence, which steals into the hearts of the people,
toward a political systemwhich betrays somanymarks
of infirmity, and disappoints somany of their flattering
hopes” (422; cf. 63:422). This aspect of political culture
also forms a central piece of Publius’ well-known
argument against frequent constitutional amendment
in No. 49. Further illustrating the salience of feedback
processes in The Federalist, there Publius argues that
repeated “reference of constitutional questions to the
decision of the whole society” would, by exciting
popular passions and diminishing veneration for gov-
ernment, foster instability, which in turn would
fuel further demands to alter the Constitution
(49:339–41).
To the extent that attachment was necessary in

republican governments—a point on which Federalists
and Anti-Federalists agreed—stability was an essential
component of constitutional vitality and success. And
just as stability is an attribute of governmental opera-
tion, popular attachment and confidence are tempo-
rally extended phenomena—they are not achieved as
much as they are cultivated and maintained. Similarly,
just as Publius argues that the union proposed by the
Constitution would produce benefits that, via feedback
processes, would further fortify and entrench that
union, so too does he argue that stability would culti-
vate greater public support, which would in turn pro-
duce greater stability.

Good Government: Stability and
Administration

The second component of Publius’ vision of future
constitutional politics concerns the administration of
government. As we saw earlier, he goes as far as saying
that a political system’s “aptitude and tendency to
produce good administration” is “the true test of a
good government” (68:461; cf. 76:509). Like political
culture, discussions of the administration of govern-
ment are woven throughout The Federalist. But unlike

political culture, Publius offers an explicit definition of
what hemeanswhen he uses the term “administration”:

The administration of government, in its largest sense,
comprehends all the operations of the body politic,
whether legislative, executive, or judiciary; but in its most
usual, and perhaps in its most precise signification, it is
limited to executive details, and falls peculiarly within the
province of the executive department. (72:486)

Usage of administration in The Federalist thus parallels
the dominant contemporary application of the term to
executive-branch politics while also identifying a
broader meaning that captures the conduct and char-
acter of government operations as a whole, a concep-
tion that is central to Publius’ account of both the
requirements and limits of republican self-government
(14:85, 39:251). As a result, administration is invoked in
Publius’ treatment of each branch of government (e.g.,
70:471–2, 76:513, 78:522).

From this vantage point, we can see that many of
Publius’ arguments about the weaknesses of the Arti-
cles of Confederation are directed toward how it was
administered—indeed, quite often toward the ways in
which the structure of the confederation virtually guar-
anteed feeble and ineffective administration (6:35).
This was principally because the structural dependence
of the confederation government on the states for
raising revenue and enforcing laws left force as the only
option for effecting compliance when states refused to
abide by the confederation’s duly imposed require-
ments (15:95). Whereas the confederation government
subjected the prospects of enforcement to the whims of
the states and risked the necessity of violent coercion,
on Publius’ telling the Constitution promised to make
nonviolent compliance and enforcement possible, to
substitute “the mild and salutary coertion of the
magistracy” in place of “violence…or the destructive
coertion of the sword” (20:129). Significantly, a precon-
dition Publius identifies for the “regular and peaceable
execution of the laws of the union” is “prudent
administration,” the absence of which had character-
ized government under the Articles (27:175).

Central to Publius’ treatment of administration is the
relative capacity of the different levels of government.
Recall that the rejoinder found in The Federalist to the
Anti-Federalist charge of consolidation emphasizes the
role of political culture in reducing the likelihood of
encroachments by the national government. Alongside
those arguments is another set of reasons rooted in the
administrative capacity of the state governments as
compared to the likely capacity of the new national
government. Publius argues that, following ratification,
the states would employ far more people than the
national government, even to the point that the
national government would need to utilize state offi-
cials to collect revenue or to rely on state judicial
officers to wield the authority of the national judiciary
(45:312–3). Further underscoring the significance of
administrative capacity and its role in structuring the
relationship between levels of government, Publius
argues that even if the national government would

Publius’ Proleptic Constitution

9

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

23
00

11
19

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055423001119


become disposed to encroach upon the states, it would
find that doing so “would be as troublesome as it would
be nugatory” (17:106).
As we saw earlier, Publius’ response to the charge of

consolidation hinges on the popular support the states
would enjoy. In turn, that support was contingent on the
quality of the state governments’ administration, on
whether they “administer their affairs with uprightness
and prudence” (17:106). Just as Publius’ proleptic argu-
ments depict a future in which political culture would
play a central role in structuring the relationship
between the national and state governments, his
account of administration stresses the role it would play
in shaping the contours of political culture. This is
important for two reasons. The first is that Publius’
treatment of administration makes clear that he under-
stood it as a foundation of political culture. Character-
izing the disposition of the people toward their
governments, he writes in No. 27, “I believe it may be
laid down as a general rule, that their confidence in, and
their obedience to, a government, will commonly be
proportioned to the goodness or badness of its
administration” (27:172). In this way, administration is
depicted as prior to popular attachment and confidence
in ways that made the latter two variable through
changes in the quality of administration.
Second, the centrality of administration to the antic-

ipated politics of the constitutional order, in conjunction
with its relationship to political culture, illuminates
other things said about the topic in The Federalist.
Perhaps most importantly, Publius makes overt refer-
ence to the expected relationship between the adminis-
tration of the national and state governments. Prefacing
a recapitulation of arguments he had already canvassed,
Publius observes, “Various reasons have been sug-
gested, in the course of these papers, to induce a prob-
ability, that the general government will be better
administered than the particular governments”
(27:172). Foremost among these reasons is the
improved representation the Constitution would bring
about by the “extension of the sphere of election,” the
mediating role of the states in selecting members of the
Senate, and the superior knowledge and temperament
of those who would serve in the national legislature.
These considerations, Publius argues, justified the belief
that the government proposed by the Constitution
would avoid the woes of the Negative Constitution he
depicted at the outset of The Federalist while also
attaining the fundamental goals of stability and good
administration.

CONSTITUTIONAL DEVELOPMENT

The anticipated roles of political culture and govern-
mental administration in the future politics of the new
constitutional order are importantly linked throughout
The Federalist. Indeed, it is often difficult to highlight
one without also drawing attention to the other. Taken
together, and within the broader context of the account
of union Publius lays out, The Federalist advances a
robust description of how constitutional politics would

operate and what the consequences of that operation
would be. According to this account, the central goals
to be attained by the new Constitution—improved
representation, stability, and good administration—
would effect changes in political culture, increasing
the people’s attachment to and confidence in the
national government. In turn, these changes would
both generate demands for and facilitate the expansion
of national authority. Finally, this expansion would set
off further developments that would reinforce the ear-
lier steps, initiating a positive feedback process that
would fortify the underlying causes of the expansion of
national authority. These analyses thus comprise a
descriptive theory of constitutional development
rooted in the consequences of the character of both
political culture and administration within the future
constitutional union. Figure 1 presents a schematic
overview of this theory.

The theory of constitutional development advanced
in The Federalist is decisively structured by the linkages
between the aspects of future constitutional politics
Publius deems most consequential. Broadly, those con-
cern the first-order effects of the central goals of union
on political culture, and the second-order effects of
changes in political culture on the scope and location
of political authority. These correspond, respectively,
to the movements from step (1) to (2) and from step
(2) to (3) in Figure 1.

Taking the first set of linkages, Publius argues that
good administration would follow from improvements
in representation brought about by the structure of
both the union and the legislative branch of govern-
ment (27:171–3; Nos. 66 and 77 passim). By furnishing
better and better-insulated representatives, those
improvements would also aid in avoiding the instability
that had characterized governance under the Articles
of Confederation (10:56–7). A stable and well-
administered government led by responsible represen-
tatives would, Publius explains, attract the support,
confidence, and respect of the people (Storing 1981,
41–3). As discussed above, Publius’ response to the
Anti-Federalist objection concerning consolidation is
that the state governments, rather than the national
government, would enjoy the attachment of the people.
This was because, as he argues in No. 17, it was a
“known fact in human nature, that its affections are
commonly weak in proportion to the distance or diffu-
siveness of the object” (17:107).

But he includes an important proviso to his conclu-
sion that this “fact” would advantage the state govern-
ments: “unless the force of that principle should be
destroyed by a much better administration of the
latter” (17:107). Thus, even in the course of arguing
that states would have little to fear from the new
national government, early in The Federalist Publius
identifies a limiting principle: the quality of administra-
tion. Publius also explicitly (and at some length) argues
that the national government would be administered at
least as well as—and likely much better than—the state
governments (3:15; 68 passim). Having argued that the
people’s “confidence in and obedience to a government
will commonly be proportioned to the goodness or
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badness of its administration” (27:172), it follows from
Publius’ argument that improvements in governmental
administration across different policy areas would yield
a political culture more favorable to the national gov-
ernment (Smith 2007, 578–82).
The related influence of stability on political culture

is suggested by Publius’ claims about the consequences
of instability, namely, its tendency to produce a “want
of confidence” and “diminution of attachment and
reverence” (62:421, 422). The discussion in No. 62 of
the advantages presented by the constitution of the
senatemakes clear that Publius thought a stable admin-
istration of government would not just prevent the
continued loss of popular confidence and attachment
but that it would also enable the generation of both in
support of the national government. The inference to
be drawn from this line of Publius’ arguments is that
constitutional success—specifically the establishment
of a government that would realize the representational
and administrative advantages set out in The Federalist
—would create the conditions for the cultivation of
a political culture more supportive of the national
government.
The significance of the variability of political culture

for constitutional development becomes clear when we
consider its consequences for the allocation of political
authority within the compound republic. To see this, we
can return to the essays that present The Federalist’s
counterargument to the charge that the Constitution
would eventuate in a consolidation. There, Publius
identifies political culture as a key determinant in con-
tests between levels of government and, more broadly,
in the structure of the relationship between levels of
government. This follows from the fundamental repub-
lican commitment to the authority of the people.
As Publius argues in response to those he alleges to
have forgotten that the “federal and state governments
are in fact but different agents and trustees of the

people,” attempts by either “to enlarge its sphere of
jurisdiction at the expense of the other…should be
supposed to depend on the sentiments and sanction of
their common constituents” (46:316).

Publius thus argues that contests between levels of
government would be resolved by the people’s dispo-
sition toward their governments, precisely the aspects
of political culture that The Federalist explains would
turn in favor of the national government if it was well
and stably administered (Carey 1989a, 96–127). The
result would be an enlargement of its jurisdiction, a
process that is intimated to be zero-sum in the context
of the constitutional union. Recall also that Publius
argues that the states would “be able effectually to
oppose all encroachments of the national government”
because they would “possess the confidence and good
will of the people” (17:109). While the cultivation of
popular attachment to and confidence in the national
government need not necessarily imply a diminution of
the share enjoyed by state governments, it does intro-
duce the possibility of exactly the kind of conflicting
loyalties and resulting contests that Publius argues
would be resolved by the “sentiments and sanction”
of those governments’ common constituents (Diamond
1961; Levy 2007).

Turning to the feedback mechanisms in The Feder-
alist’s theory of constitutional development (steps
[4a] and [4b] and the dashed arrows in Figure 1), Pub-
lius’ proleptic analyses identify a pair of processes
resulting from the expansion of national authority that
would reinforce the underlying foundations in political
culture and governmental administration. In particular,
he anticipates that the growth of the national govern-
ment’s operations would cause them to become more
visible to the people, which in turn would cause the
people to become more positively disposed to it. We
saw this earlier in the discussion of political culture,
which highlighted Publius’ explanation that, “[T]he

FIGURE 1. The Federalist’s Theory of Constitutional Development
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authority of the union, and the affections of the citizens
toward it, will be strengthened, rather than weakened,
by its extension to what are called matters of internal
concern” (27:173–4).
In this way, mediated by the dynamic nature of

political culture, the expansion of national authority
would bolster the underlying causes of its initial expan-
sion. Moreover, Publius argues, the operations of the
national government would attract popular attention
and, as a consequence, “The affairs of union will
becomemore andmore objects of curiosity and conver-
sation among the citizens at large” (53:363). This pro-
cess would be facilitated by the “increased intercourse
among those of different states,” which would produce
an exchange of knowledge that would “contribute to a
general assimilation of their manners and laws” (53:363,
364.; cf. 14:86–7). This increasing homogeneity and
growing awareness of the national government’s oper-
ations would cultivate popular attachment and confi-
dence in a manner that parallels the consequences of
stable administration.
Underscoring the variability of the degree to which

theUnited States would “assume a national form, and a
national character,” Publius also anticipates that the
consolidation of the unionwould cause “the good of the
whole [to] be more and more an object of attention”
(64:437–8). Read in conjunction with the claim that
increased attention and awareness would lead to
greater respect and attachment, this too points toward
a feedback process by which expanded authority would
increase popular awareness in a way that creates a
political culture conducive to the further expansion of
national authority. As we have already seen in the
context of the relationship between administration
and political culture, Publius repeatedly emphasizes
his belief that increased knowledge and awareness of
the national government’s operations would “inspire a
habitual sense of obligation, and an active sentiment of
attachment” to the national government (17:108). A
related inference can be drawn from Publius’ analysis
of the consequences of the “diffusive construction of
the national government” and the “nature of the
objects to which the attention of the state administra-
tions would be directed,” both of which, he argues,
would produce “a superiority of influence in favour”
of the state governments (17:106). The expansion of
national authority, and especially its anticipated exten-
sion into “matters of internal concern,” would act as
countervailing forces to the claimed advantage of the
state governments in this regard (27:174). To the extent
that popular support is inversely related to diffusive-
ness and distance, which Publius explicitly suggests
(17:107), the consolidation of the national govern-
ment’s operations would yet again cultivate a political
culture more favorable to the national government. In
The Federalist, Publius thus argues that the successful
operation of the national government would furnish the
conditions for the expansion of its authority and, in so
doing, fortify the underlying processes that occasioned
that expansion.
Although Publius’ proleptic analyses identify how

the national government could take on greater political

authority, it is necessary to recognize that this develop-
mental process is not unconstrained. Instead, The Fed-
eralist identifies a range of structural, legal, and political
factors that would limit or otherwise complicate the
expansion of national authority into new domains. The
structural constraints are rooted in the states’ roles as
“constituent and essential parts of the federal
government” (45:311; cf. Nos. 9 and 39 passim). Among
other things, states were equally represented in the
Senate and responsible for appointing senators, estab-
lishing electoral districts and voter qualifications for
federal elections, and appointing presidential electors.
Furthermore, as we saw earlier, a central component of
Publius’ response to the consolidation charge was that,
either through “rivalship” or “comparative ambition,”
state governments would be able to resist national
aggrandizement and influence the conduct of the
national government (25:159, 46:315). Each of these
structural features of the Constitution gave states
an integral role in the exercise of national authority
and ample opportunities to resist or frustrate its
expansion.

A second set of constraints Publius identifies are
legal in nature. The constitutional convention’s rejec-
tion ofMadison’s proposed national veto in favor of the
supremacy clause made constitutional law central to
the definition of the jurisdictional boundaries separat-
ing state and national authority (LaCroix 2010). Pub-
lius thus calls attention to the judiciary as a key
institution in this process, acknowledging its role in
deciding “controversies relating to the boundary
between the two jurisdictions” (39:256; cf. 16:102–4).
In No. 78, after observing that legislative encroach-
ments are endemic features of republican government,
he describes “courts of justice” as “the bulwarks of a
limited constitution” (78:526), a role for which judicial
review would be required (78 passim, 80:534–5).

Perhaps the most fundamental constraints, though,
are the very political considerations at the heart of The
Federalist’s descriptive theory of constitutional devel-
opment. Far from advantaging only the national gov-
ernment or enhancing only its authority, Publius’
response to the Anti-Federalist charge of consolidation
makes clear that political culture and governmental
administration serve as powerful reins on the national
government. This is the best way to understand what
Publius is saying in No. 46 when he writes, “[I]t is only
within a certain sphere, that the fœderal power can, in
the nature of things, be advantageously administered”
(317; cf. Smith 2007, 577). Here “the nature of things” is
not a reflection on basic or inherent features of “fœd-
eral power” but rather a description of the contingent
configuration of popular sentiment and administrative
capacities that he reviews in that and the previous essay
(cf. 65:439–43, 79:531). Significantly, Publius’ first invo-
cation of institutional ambition as a check on usurpa-
tions of authority comes in the course of identifying a
more fundamental, political limitation on national
aggrandizement: popular “sentiments and sanction”
(46:316).

The Federalist thus situates the institutional structure
of the compound republic within a richly theorized web
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of audiences and relationships that both facilitate and
constrain the conduct of the constituent governments.
In his penultimate essay, Publius returns to this theme.
Addressing once more the safety of the people’s rights
under the proposed constitution, he reminds his audi-
ence that, “whatever fine declarations in any constitu-
tion respecting it,” no rights formulation is so precise as
to preclude “evasion.” Instead, Publius continues,
“security…must altogether depend on public opinion,
and on the general spirit of the people and of the
government” (84:580). This is the key to the theory of
constitutional development The Federalist presents.
For Publius, popular attachment, sentiment, and con-
fidence—the facets of political culture that would be
shaped by the performance of the new national gov-
ernment—are the critical determinants of who would
wield political authority within the constitutional order.

CONCLUSION

Even as The Federalist is frequently read to illuminate
the origins of the American constitutional order, it
advances a powerful account of the political future to
be created and encountered by the polity the Constitu-
tion would found. Central to this account is a proleptic
mode of analysis used to anticipate probable political
developments and future patterns of constitutional pol-
itics, depict their systemic consequences, and identify
how those consequences would feed back into the polit-
ical system. Publius’ proleptic analyses comprise a
descriptive theoryof constitutional development accord-
ing to which success on the terms stipulated—namely,
the realization of a stable and well-administered consti-
tutional union—would both bolster the new national
government and supply the conditions for the expansion
of its authority. Incorporating the feedback mechanisms
Publius identifies also reveals that this process of consti-
tutional development would fortify the underlying
causes of the earlier expansion of national authority,
creating the conditions for further consolidation and
expansion. Centered on the roles of political culture
and governmental administration in future constitu-
tional politics, Publius’ proleptic analysis foregrounds
the political determinants of constitutional authority.
Together, The Federalist’s proleptic analyses and the

developmental theory they comprise disclose a
dynamic constitutional imagination characterized by
the changeability of authority relations. In contrast with
influential contemporary constitutional understand-
ings, Publius’ proleptic Constitution anticipates conse-
quential shifts in the scope and location of political
authority. For this reason, the arguments advanced
here complicate efforts to retroject contemporary
assumptions about constitutional ontology onto
founding-era arguments and sources. At the same time,
Publius’ proleptic analysis illuminates a broader signif-
icance of The Federalist. Contrary to accounts that
classify the text as mere propaganda—tracts that said
whatever was necessary to promote ratification—this
essay suggests an importantly different assessment.

Even in the face of an opposition preoccupied with
the threats of consolidation and centralized authority,
Publius’ account of constitutional development offered
a vision of “remote futurity” consonant with the aspi-
rations of those who, like Madison and Hamilton,
harbored misgivings about the Constitution’s ability
to effectively control and wield authority over the
states. The developmental theory Publius offers is thus
significant precisely because it links a contested
descriptive account of constitutional operation to a
similarly contested vision of future constitutional poli-
tics. In this respect, the text stands simultaneously at the
end of one political process and the beginning of
another. While contributing to the final step in the
creation of a new constitutional order, The Federalist
also anticipates the debates looming on the other side
of ratification—debates that would test both the Con-
stitution Publius advocates and the constitutional
futures his proleptic analysis depicts.
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