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Federalist 70 Questions and Answers: Understanding the Executive Power

Introduction

Delving into the foundational documents of American governance, Federalist 70 stands as a pivotal essay,
dissecting the crucial role and structure of the executive branch. Authored by Alexander Hamilton under
the pseudonym "Publius," this essay grapples with fundamental questions regarding the powers,
responsibilities, and optimal design of the presidency. In an era where the balance of power and the
efficacy of leadership are constantly debated, understanding Federalist 70 questions and answers is more
relevant than ever. This comprehensive exploration aims to unpack the core arguments presented by
Hamilton, providing clarity on the necessity of a strong, unified, and energetic executive for the stability
and prosperity of the republic. We will address key Federalist 70 questions and answers, illuminating
Hamilton's vision for an executive capable of decisive action while being accountable to the people and the
other branches of government. This article will serve as your guide to the enduring insights contained
within Federalist 70, offering a detailed Q&A format to demystify its complex yet vital contributions to

American constitutionalism.
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Federalist 70 Questions and Answers: Unpacking the Core
Arguments

Federalist 70 is a cornerstone of the Federalist Papers, offering profound insights into the nature and
necessity of a robust executive branch in a republican government. This section presents a series of key
questions and their corresponding answers, designed to illuminate the central tenets of Hamilton's
argument. By addressing these fundamental Federalist 70 questions and answers, we can better appreciate

the foundational principles that shaped the American presidency.

What is Federalist 70 About?

Federalist 70 is primarily concerned with the essential qualities and structural requirements of an effective
executive branch in the newly proposed United States government. Alexander Hamilton, writing as
Publius, argues forcefully for a single, unified, and energetic executive, explaining why such a structure is
vital for the preservation of liberty, the administration of laws, and the national security of the country.
The essay systematically refutes arguments for a plural executive and outlines the benefits of a strong

presidential office that can act decisively while remaining accountable.

Who wrote Federalist 70?



Federalist 70 was written by Alexander Hamilton, one of the most influential Founding Fathers of the
United States. Hamilton penned the majority of the Federalist Papers under the pseudonym "Publius" to
advocate for the ratification of the U.S. Constitution. His contributions to this collection of essays are
considered essential to understanding the original intent and philosophical underpinnings of the American

governmental system, particularly concerning the structure and powers of the executive.

What is the main argument of Federalist 70?7

The main argument of Federalist 70 is that a strong, unified, and energetic executive is indispensable for
good government and the protection of the republic. Hamilton contends that the executive power should
be vested in a single individual, the President, rather than a committee or council (a plural executive). He
believes that a single executive is more capable of acting decisively, maintaining secrecy when necessary,
and bearing responsibility for the administration of the government. This energy in the executive, he

argues, is a necessary ingredient for public safety and effective governance.

Why does Hamilton argue for an energetic executive?

Hamilton argues for an energetic executive because he believes it is crucial for several reasons:

Effective Administration of Laws: An energetic executive can ensure that the laws passed by
Congress are faithfully executed. Hesitation or division within the executive would lead to

inconsistent or delayed enforcement, undermining the rule of law.

¢ National Security and Defense: In times of crisis, war, or foreign threats, the executive must be able
to act swiftly and decisively. An energetic leader can mobilize resources, negotiate treaties, and

respond to emergencies without the paralyzing delays that a divided executive might face.

e Stability and Order: A strong executive contributes to the stability of the government by providing
clear leadership and a single point of accountability. This helps prevent internal strife and maintains

public confidence in the government's ability to function.

e Protection of Liberty: Paradoxically, Hamilton argues that a capable and energetic executive is
essential for the protection of liberty. Without the capacity to enforce laws and defend the nation, the
government would be weak and vulnerable, potentially leading to anarchy or foreign domination,

which would ultimately destroy liberty.



What are the key components of an energetic executive
according to Federalist 70?

According to Federalist 70, the key components that contribute to an energetic executive are:

¢ Unity: The executive power should be vested in a single person. This unity allows for decisive

action, clear accountability, and efficient decision-making.

¢ Duration: The executive should serve for a sufficient term to provide stability and allow for the
development of effective policies. However, this duration should not be so long as to make the

executive independent of the people.
¢ An adequate Provision for its Support: The executive should receive sufficient compensation,
independent of the legislature, to ensure their independence and enable them to focus on their duties

without financial pressure.

¢ Competent Powers: The executive must be granted the necessary powers to effectively carry out its

responsibilities, particularly in areas of national security, foreign policy, and the enforcement of laws.

How does Federalist 70 address concerns about executive

tyranny?

Federalist 70 addresses concerns about executive tyranny by emphasizing the importance of constitutional
checks and balances. Hamilton acknowledges the potential for abuse of power but argues that the proposed

Constitution includes several safeguards:

o Legislative Oversight: The legislative branch (Congress) has the power to impeach and remove the

president, control funding, and create laws that shape the executive's actions.
¢ Judicial Review: The judiciary can review the constitutionality of executive actions.

o Periodic Elections: The president is elected by the people (through the Electoral College) and serves

for a limited term, ensuring accountability to the electorate.

¢ Fixed Compensation: The president's salary is fixed and cannot be increased or decreased during



their term, preventing the legislature from using financial leverage to control the executive.

e Separation of Powers: By clearly delineating the powers of the executive from those of the

legislature and judiciary, the Constitution prevents any one branch from becoming too dominant.

Hamilton believed that these checks and balances, combined with a well-designed executive, would

prevent the concentration of power that could lead to tyranny.

What is the relationship between energy in the executive and

public safety?

Hamilton posits a direct and critical relationship between energy in the executive and public safety. He
argues that a government that cannot protect itself or its citizens is ultimately a failed government. Energy

in the executive, characterized by unity, decisiveness, and the ability to act swiftly, is essential for:

¢ Defending against foreign invasion: A prompt and unified response is crucial to repel aggressors.

e Suppressing internal insurrections: The executive must have the capacity to restore order and

enforce laws during domestic unrest.

e Maintaining stable relations with foreign powers: Consistent and decisive foreign policy is necessary

for national security and international standing.

¢ Ensuring the impartial execution of laws: Public safety relies on the consistent and fair application of

legal statutes.

Without an energetic executive, the nation would be vulnerable to both external threats and internal

disorder, jeopardizing the safety and well-being of its citizens.

How does the structure of the executive (a single president)

contribute to energy?

Hamilton argues that the structure of a single president is fundamental to achieving executive energy. A

single executive possesses several advantages over a plural executive:



¢ Decisiveness: A single individual can make decisions quickly and without the need for consensus
among multiple members, which can be time-consuming and lead to compromises that dilute

effectiveness.

¢ Secrecy: In matters of national security and foreign affairs, the ability to maintain secrecy is often

paramount. A single executive can more easily safeguard sensitive information than a council.

¢ Responsibility: When power is vested in one person, it is clear who is responsible for the actions or
failures of the executive branch. This direct accountability encourages diligence and good

governance.

e Dispatch: The ability to act with speed and efficiency, often referred to as "dispatch," is a hallmark of

an energetic executive and is best achieved through singular leadership.

A divided executive, Hamilton warns, would be prone to dissension, indecision, and a diffusion of

responsibility, thereby diminishing its capacity to act with energy.

What are the disadvantages of a plural executive according to
Federalist 707

Hamilton outlines several significant disadvantages of a plural executive in Federalist 70:

e Discord and Disagreement: A body of individuals sharing executive power is inherently more
susceptible to internal disputes, conflicting opinions, and partisan divisions, hindering swift and

unified action.

e Lack of Secrecy: It is difficult to maintain secrecy in matters requiring discretion when more than

one person is involved in decision-making.

e Difficulty in Assigning Responsibility: When a collective body makes a decision, it becomes
challenging to pinpoint who is ultimately responsible for its success or failure, potentially leading to a

diffusion of accountability.

e Weakness and Indecision: The need for consensus can lead to watered-down decisions or a complete
inability to act decisively, particularly in times of crisis. This lack of "dispatch" is a critical failing for

an executive.

Potential for Factionalism: A plural executive could become a breeding ground for factions, where



individual members prioritize their own interests or political alliances over the good of the nation.

These disadvantages, Hamilton argues, would render a plural executive incapable of providing the

necessary energy and stability required for effective governance.

How does accountability factor into Hamilton's argument for

executive power?

Accountability is a crucial, albeit often debated, element in Hamilton's argument for a strong executive.
While advocating for energy and decisive power, Hamilton simultaneously stresses the importance of
mechanisms that ensure the executive is answerable for its actions. He argues that a single executive, with

clearly defined powers and responsibilities, is more accountable than a plural executive. This is because:

e Clearer Attribution of Responsibility: When one person holds executive power, it is unambiguous
who is responsible for the outcomes. This makes it easier for the public and the legislature to assess

performance.

¢ Mechanisms for Removal: The Constitution provides for impeachment and removal from office for
"high crimes and misdemeanors," a direct avenue for holding the president accountable for abuses of

power.

e Periodic Elections: The president's reliance on electoral success means they must ultimately answer

to the will of the people, ensuring a degree of responsiveness and accountability to the electorate.

Hamilton believed that by concentrating power in one person, while simultaneously providing robust
checks and balances, the government could achieve both efficiency and accountability, thereby

safeguarding against tyranny.

‘What checks and balances does Federalist 70 suggest for the

executive?

Federalist 70 implicitly and explicitly suggests several checks and balances to temper the power of the

executive, ensuring it does not devolve into tyranny:



o Legislative Impeachment Power: The House of Representatives can impeach the president, and the
Senate can try and remove them from office for treason, bribery, or other high crimes and

misdemeanors. This is a significant check on executive misconduct.

o Legislative Power of the Purse: Congress controls the government's finances, which limits the
executive's ability to act independently, especially in funding military operations or other significant

initiatives.

¢ Legislative Power to Make Laws: Congress defines the laws that the executive must execute. The
legislature can also override presidential vetoes with a supermajority, further limiting executive

influence.

e Judicial Review: The Supreme Court has the power to review the constitutionality of executive

actions, providing a crucial check on the executive's interpretation and implementation of laws.

¢ Fixed Term Limits: The president serves for a defined term, preventing indefinite rule and

ensuring regular opportunities for accountability through elections.

¢ Independent Judiciary: A separate and independent judicial branch acts as a check on both legislative

and executive overreach.

These measures, woven into the fabric of the Constitution, were designed to balance the need for an

energetic executive with the imperative to prevent the concentration of unchecked power.

How does Federalist 70 relate to the broader debate on the

separation of powers?

Federalist 70 is intricately linked to the broader debate on the separation of powers, a core principle of
American constitutionalism. While advocating for a strong, unified executive, Hamilton does not propose an
executive that operates in isolation. Instead, he argues for a distinct, yet interdependent, executive branch
that works in concert with, and is checked by, the legislative and judicial branches. The essay emphasizes
that the energy and effectiveness of the executive are necessary for the proper functioning of the entire
system of separated powers. By ensuring the executive can act decisively, the government as a whole is
better equipped to govern and protect the people. However, Hamilton is careful to outline the specific
powers granted to the executive and the reciprocal powers held by the other branches, demonstrating how
the separation of powers, when properly structured, prevents tyranny while fostering efficiency and
accountability. Federalist 70 thus represents Hamilton's contribution to understanding how a robust

executive fits within, rather than disrupts, the framework of separated powers.



What are the practical implications of Federalist 70 today?

The principles articulated in Federalist 70 continue to have profound practical implications for the
American presidency and government today. Understanding Federalist 70 questions and answers helps us
analyze contemporary debates surrounding presidential power, executive orders, and the balance of
authority between the executive and legislative branches. For instance, discussions about the president's
role in foreign policy, national security decision-making, and the response to domestic crises often draw
upon Hamilton's arguments for an energetic and unified executive. The constant tension between the need
for decisive presidential action and the imperative to safeguard against executive overreach is a direct
manifestation of the concerns addressed in Federalist 70. Furthermore, the debate over the scope of
executive orders, the use of presidential signing statements, and the relationship between the President
and Congress in times of divided government all reflect the enduring relevance of Hamilton's insights into

the nature and limits of executive power.

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of Federalist 70

Federalist 70 remains a seminal document for understanding the foundational principles of American
executive power. Through a rigorous examination of Federalist 70 questions and answers, we have
explored Alexander Hamilton's compelling arguments for a strong, unified, and energetic executive. His
insights into the necessity of decisiveness, secrecy, and clear accountability are crucial for effective
governance and national security. Importantly, Hamilton meticulously detailed the constitutional safeguards
designed to prevent executive overreach, ensuring that energy in the executive does not equate to
unchecked power. The enduring relevance of Federalist 70 lies in its ability to inform contemporary
discussions about the presidency, the separation of powers, and the delicate balance required to maintain a
stable and free republic. The questions and answers presented here underscore why Federalist 70
continues to be a vital text for anyone seeking to grasp the intricacies of American constitutional

governance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main argument of Federalist No. 70 regarding the executive
branch?

Federalist No. 70 argues for a single, strong, and energetic executive, asserting that a unified executive is

essential for effective governance, national security, and accountability.



Why does Hamilton advocate for a single executive rather than a plural

executive in Federalist No. 70?

Hamilton believes a single executive promotes decisiveness, energy, and accountability. A plural executive,
he argues, would lead to division, inefficiency, and a diffusion of responsibility, making it difficult to

pinpoint blame or praise.

What qualities does Hamilton believe are necessary for an effective

executive?

Hamilton emphasizes qualities such as energy, dispatch, responsibility, and unity. He believes these traits

are best embodied by a single individual who can act swiftly and decisively.

How does Federalist No. 70 address the concern of executive tyranny?

While advocating for a strong executive, Hamilton also acknowledges the potential for tyranny. He
proposes checks and balances, such as legislative oversight and impeachment, to prevent the executive

from overstepping its bounds.

What is the role of 'energy’ in the executive as described in Federalist
No. 70?

Energy, in Hamilton's view, refers to the ability of the executive to act swiftly and decisively, particularly
in times of crisis or when implementing laws. This includes the power to act promptly without undue

obstruction.

How does Federalist No. 70 connect executive power to national security

and effective governance?

Hamilton argues that a strong and unified executive is crucial for protecting the nation from foreign
threats, enforcing laws, and managing the day-to-day affairs of government efficiently. Hesitation and

division in the executive can be detrimental to these functions.

What does Hamilton mean by 'responsibility’ in the context of the

executive branch in Federalist No. 70?

Responsibility means that the executive can be held accountable for their actions. A single executive makes
this accountability clear, as there is one person to praise or blame, unlike a collective body where

responsibility can be diffused.



What is the significance of impeachment as a check on executive power,

according to Federalist No. 70?

Impeachment is presented as a crucial mechanism for removing an executive who has acted against the

public interest or the law. It serves as a deterrent and a safeguard against potential abuses of power.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the themes explored in Federalist 70, along with short descriptions:

1. The Executive Power: Presidential Authority and Constitutional Limits

This book delves into the historical development and ongoing interpretation of the President's executive
powers. It examines how the framers envisioned the executive branch and how that vision has evolved
through practice, precedent, and judicial review. Readers will gain a deeper understanding of the

constitutional boundaries placed upon presidential authority, a central theme in Federalist 70.

2. Checks and Balances: The Framework of American Governance

Exploring the intricate system of checks and balances designed by the U.S. Constitution, this title dissects
how each branch of government (legislative, executive, and judicial) interacts and limits the others. It
analyzes historical examples of this system in action and discusses contemporary challenges to its
effectiveness. The book directly addresses the need for a strong yet accountable executive, a core concern of
Federalist 70.

3. Hamilton's Vision: The Federalist Papers and the American Experiment

This work offers a comprehensive analysis of Alexander Hamilton's contributions to the Federalist Papers,
with a particular focus on his arguments for a robust executive. It contextualizes Federalist 70 within the
broader philosophical and political landscape of the late 18th century. The book illuminates Hamilton's

reasoning behind advocating for energy and unity in the executive branch.

4. The Presidency: An Introduction to the American Executive

A foundational text for understanding the American presidency, this book provides an overview of its
powers, responsibilities, and evolution. It covers the constitutional basis of the office and the practical
realities of presidential leadership. For those seeking to understand the role of the executive as debated in

Federalist 70, this serves as an excellent starting point.

5. Separation of Powers: Founding Principles and Modern Debates

This book examines the fundamental principle of the separation of powers as enshrined in the U.S.
Constitution. It traces the intellectual origins of this concept and explores how it has been applied and
challenged throughout American history. The text provides crucial context for understanding why

Federalist 70 argues for a distinct and capable executive branch.

6. The President and Congress: A Relationship of Power and Conflict



Focusing on the dynamic and often contentious relationship between the executive and legislative
branches, this title analyzes their constitutional roles and practical interactions. It explores instances of
cooperation, conflict, and the checks each branch exercises over the other. This book sheds light on the

delicate balance of power that Federalist 70 sought to address.

7. American Constitutional Law: Principles and Practice

A broad overview of the U.S. Constitution's fundamental principles and how they are interpreted and
applied in practice. This book covers key areas such as federalism, individual rights, and the structure of
government. Readers will find discussions relevant to the constitutional arguments for an energetic

executive, as presented in Federalist 70.

8. The Art of Leadership: Presidential Strategies and Styles

This book explores the various leadership styles and strategies employed by American presidents
throughout history. It examines how different executives have approached their powers and
responsibilities, often in relation to the legislative branch. The text offers insights into how presidential

leadership can embody the "energy" that Federalist 70 champions.

9. The Presidency in Crisis: Accountability and the Limits of Power

Examining moments in American history where the presidency has faced significant challenges and
scrutiny, this title discusses issues of accountability and the boundaries of executive authority. It analyzes
how the principles of governance, including the need for an energetic yet accountable executive, are tested

during times of crisis. The book provides real-world examples relevant to the concerns raised in Federalist

70.
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