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The Second Revolution: Madison’s Warning Against the Citizenship Test For Voting 
 
Writing To: Philadelphia, October 14, 1801 
My Dear Mr. Jefferson, 

I am writing this letter from the later year of 2026—the 250th anniversary of our nation 
born in passion and baptized in the name of freedom. And even today, our goal of a just nation is 
under threat. A suggestion has found its way to my ear that we measure a man’s mind before 
accepting his hand at the ballot box. A suggestion that attacks the very heart of the consent of the 
governed for which we spent the better part of our days fighting. You and I knew men who died 
for the right to elect their own officials. We have seen brother turn on brother, all over the 
principle of liberty, and now we must fight again to protect what they lost their lives for. 

While you have not seen it, this is not the first time our great nation has seen this 
masquerade, Thomas. In the century following the great rebellion under the 16th President, 
Abraham Lincoln, the favored class used literacy as a weapon.1 They framed their attack as a 
pursuit of a more educated electorate, but instead the quill was sharpened into a sword to slice 
the voice of those who they deemed unworthy from the rolls. They stated that “every elector 
shall…be able to read any section of the constitution of this State; or he shall be able to 
understand the same when read to him, or to give a reasonable interpretation thereof.”2 They 
would pose the white man with a question easy enough for a schoolchild, and a colored man with 
a question not even a well educated scholar could answer, ensuring that the club of voters was 
exclusive only to the favored class. And now, not a century since the outlaw of these injustices, 
we see the same tyranny in new finery.3 

Consider, sir, the sheer illogic of those who promote this proposal. They propose that a 
citizen must hold a scholar's grasp of our great nation's founding, of our works, and of the 
liberties they should be afforded unconditionally. We did not fight to be studied by men, but to 
afford the populace of our nation the opportunity to live governed by representatives of their 
choosing regardless of station or schooling. Our nation does not require a mental threshold to be 
taxed, to serve in its defense, or to follow its laws. Will all of these cease to apply to a citizen too 
unlearned to vote? We know the resounding answer is “no.” The government will still demand 
their obedience, just as King George did to us in the days of our youth. To demand the duties of 
citizenship without affording its primary right is not the work of a republic—it is a newborn form 
of slavery, where persons are subject to control, rather than citizens entitled to consultation. 

We must also reflect, Thomas, on the very nature of a Right versus a Privilege. If the state 
may grant access to votership only to those who meet their arbitrary criteria for intelligence, then 
it is no longer an inherent right of the citizen—it is a gift of the magistrate. In our youth, you and 

3 "Voting Rights Act (1965)," National Archives, last modified February 8, 2022, 
https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/voting-rights-act. 

2 "Mississippi Constitution of 1890 as Originally Adopted," Mississippi History Now, Mississippi Department of 
Archives and History, accessed April 9, 2026, 
https://www.mshistorynow.mdah.ms.gov/issue/mississippi-constitution-of-1890-as-originally-adopted. 

1 Brian Duignan, "American Civil War," Encyclopedia Britannica, March 19, 2026, 
https://www.britannica.com/event/American-Civil-War. 
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I built this nation upon the thesis that the government exists to defend rights, not limit them. To 
place a barrier of ‘civic competence’ at the door of the polling house is to suggest that the state is 
the master of the people’s conscience. If the government is permitted to choose its own critics by 
deciding who is ‘wise’ enough to vote, it will naturally choose only those who find no fault in its 
current course. It is impossible to say that no danger lies in a government controlled quiz that 
holds the key to the vote. Such a power does not protect the Republic; it creates an opportunity 
for the quiet growth of despotism, ensuring that the only voices heard are those the state has 
already deemed acceptable. 

Further, we must ask the question, with whom does true wisdom lie in a Free Republic? 
Is it only with the man who has spent his life in dust-filled libraries? Or does it also lie in the 
plowman? Throughout my life I found myself often surrounded by intellects, debating policy and 
morality; never did I find those men to be more sound in their judgment than the ones I 
conversed with on the streets of Philadelphia. A citizen may not possess the scholarly vocabulary 
necessary to debate international commerce, yet he has the clear-eyed sense to know when his 
labor is being devalued and his rights violated. To deny him his right to vote because he cannot 
recite the date of our treaties and the name of the men who signed his constitution suggests to 
him that his blood and sweat is less than that of a man who spends his day with nothing but a 
cramped hand from the simple scratching of a quill. 

My friend, as I look upon the modern streets of Philadelphia, I see a nation celebrating its 
Sestercentennial anniversary of independence. In the foundational years when we endeavored 
together, you and I found truth in one fact: the common man is the safest repository of power. I 
now see men reaching to tools of the past—the test, the gate, and the wall—to shrink the circle of 
democracy. We must not celebrate such a historical milestone of this great nation with the 
implementation of injustices we have struggled so long to tear down. The ballot is not a trophy 
for the learned; it is a shield for the governed. I shall continue to stand in defense of that fact, and 
I trust you will join me soon.  

 
As Always,  
Your Obedient Servant, 
James Madison 
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