
THE VIRGINIA AND KENTUCKY RESOLUTIONS OF 1798--EXCERPTS 
 
These state resolutions were authored by James Madison and Thomas Jefferson, respectively, in 
response to the federal Alien and Sedition Acts. Slavery was not at issue.These documents are 
often taken to be the first statement of the doctrine of state sovereignty, or “states’ rights.” 
 
 
Virginia Resolution of 1798 (Madison) 
 
RESOLVED, …That this Assembly doth explicitly and peremptorily declare, that it views the 
powers of the federal government, as resulting from the compact, to which the states are parties; 
as limited by the plain sense and intention of the instrument constituting the compact; as no 
further valid that they are authorized by the grants enumerated in that compact; and that in case 
of a deliberate, palpable, and dangerous exercise of other powers, not granted by the said 
compact, the states who are parties thereto, have the right, and are in duty bound, to interpose for 
arresting the progress of the evil, and for maintaining within their respective limits, the 
authorities, rights and liberties appertaining to them. 
 
That the General Assembly doth also express its deep regret, that a spirit has in sundry instances, 
been manifested by the federal government, to enlarge its powers by forced constructions of the 
constitutional charter which defines them; and that implications have appeared of a design to 
expound certain general phrases (which having been copied from the very limited grant of 
power, in the former articles of confederation were the less liable to be misconstrued) so as to 
destroy the meaning and effect, of the particular enumeration which necessarily explains and 
limits the general phrases; and so as to consolidate the states by degrees, into one sovereignty, 
the obvious tendency and inevitable consequence of which would be, to transform the present 
republican system of the United States, into an absolute, or at best a mixed monarchy. 
… 
 
The Kentucky Resolutions of 1798 (Jefferson) 
 
1. Resolved, That the several States composing, the United States of America, are not united on 
the principle of unlimited submission to their general government; but that, by a compact under 
the style and title of a Constitution for the United States, and of amendments thereto, they 
constituted a general government for special purposes — delegated to that government certain 
definite powers, reserving, each State to itself, the residuary mass of right to their own self-
government; and that whensoever the general government assumes undelegated powers, its acts 
are unauthoritative, void, and of no force: that to this compact each State acceded as a State, and 
is an integral part, its co-States forming, as to itself, the other party: that the government created 
by this compact was not made the exclusive or final judge of the extent of the powers delegated 
to itself; since that would have made its discretion, and not the Constitution, the measure of its 
powers; but that, as in all other cases of compact among powers having no common judge, each 
party has an equal right to judge for itself, as well of infractions as of the mode and measure of 
redress. 
… 


