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INTRODUCTION

ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE arrived in the United States in May, 1831, and departed its shores for his native France once again in February, 1832, only nine months later. Yet for considerably more than a century now, Tocqueville’s Democracy in America  has provided its readers an unparalleled abundance of description, analysis, and prophecy concerning almost every aspect of the American scene.

The first part of the young Frenchman’s classic critique begins with a brief description of the New World’s physical dimensions, of the origins of Anglo-Amencans and of America’s most striking characteristic: democracy and the absolute sovereignty of the people. There follows a somewhat outdated summary of the workings of American government, then an analysis of the book’s central theme: the tyranny of the majority in the United States.

In its second part, Democracy in America deals with the impact of democracy or majority rule upon the structure and dynamics of American society, upon the way Americans think and feel and act, upon the essential nature of our freedoms. It is here that Tocqueville actually makes his most unique and prophetic contributions to contemporary thought. For above all else Tocqueville’s concern is for the development and survival of both freedom and democracy. And today at mid-twentieth century surely there is no other theme so meaningful or so imperative for Americans—and for free people everywhere.

First published in 1835 and 1840, Democracy in America  remains pre-eminently a tract for our times.




I

Ever since the emergence of Jacksonian Democracy in the 1820’s and 1830’s, the most pervasive myth to dominate American political thinking has been our rather naive—and mistaken—equation of equality with freedom, of democracy (or majority rule) with liberty. Long before the Age of Jackson, of course, Thomas Jefferson had set forth the proposition that “all men are created equal” as the philosophical basis of the Declaration of Independence. And as far back as the so-called “Revolution of 1800,” majority rule had triumphed in America when the Federalist party—a minority party of “the rich and the well-born”—was permanently driven from national office by the numerically superior Jeffersonian Democrats. Yet our early leaders, even the Jeffersonians, were themselves essentially far from equalitarian in outlook. They believed in government of and for the people, but not by the people. And, more important, they were much too dedicated to the principles of individual liberty and freedom ever to equate them necessarily and irrevocably with equality and democracy.

Thus it was not until Jackson’s time that equalitarianism became the over-riding theme of American life, with majority rule its most convenient rule of thumb. Then, American political thought and institutions underwent the most profound transformation as political control was rapidly shifted from an older aristocracy of education, position and wealth to the “common man,” the average American. To provide for the untrammeled rule of the majority, restrictions on the suffrage were removed, property qualifications for office were abolished, terms of office were limited, and the number of appointive or non-elective positions was drastically cut down. In short, “King Numbers” came quickly to reign supreme, and popular feeling became almost totally involved with the notion of majority rule.

In public office, the new equalitarianism meant that all men were of essentially equal talents, that each American was capable of holding any position in government, and that democracy required a rotation in office to prevent the development of an untouchable bureaucratic elite or aristocracy. The notion that “to the victors belong the spoils” was the most forthright expression of this simple democratic instinct for replacing office holders whose party had been repudiated with those who were more clearly “the people’s choice.” And the roaring mobs that pushed and fought their way into Andrew Jackson’s inaugural reception, that knocked over punch .bowls, smashed glasses, and trod in muddy boots on White House tables and chairs, made it abundantly clear that at long last equality had become the hallmark of American life.

 

It was in the midst of this riotous early ferment of democracy and equality that Alexis de Tocqueville made his grand tour of the United States. And surely no other observer has ever as  perceptively noted or so well described these now widely accepted twin themes of American life. Indeed, in the very Introduction to Democracy in America, Tocqueville wrote that—Amongst the novel objects that attracted my attention ... in the United States, nothing struck me more forcibly than the general equality of condition among the people.... The more I advanced in the study of American society, the more I perceived that this equality of condition is the fundamental fact from which all others seem to be derived....





While about democracy.(or majority rule) the young Frenchman observed further on in his study that “The people reign in the American political world as the Deity does in the Universe.”

Yet Tocqueville was merely reporting, not approving. Democracy in America is no paean to the virtues of equalitarianism and majority rule. Quite to the contrary—and this is precisely what makes it so provocative and valuable for us today—this classic study thoroughly rejects Americans’ now more than century-old, magical equation of equality with freedom, of democracy with liberty. No one would deny that in the Jackson era Americans had ruthlessly swept away even the trappings of privilege and presumption, and had substituted the rule of the many for the rule of the few. But had equalitarianism and majority rule proved to be unmixed blessings? Tocqueville thought not. Indeed, what he had seen of the leveling doctrines that pervaded every area of national life led him to question whether Americans’ liberties, whether Americans’ older concern for individual differences and freedom, could actually long survive their new penchant for equality and democracy. For as conditions became more equal, Americans seemed more and more to take pride not in their individuality, in their personal liberties, in their freedom, but rather in their sameness. So that, as Tocqueville wrote: “... every citizen, being assimilated to all the rest, is lost in the crowd, and nothing stands conspicuous but the great and imposing image of the people at large. ”

Increasingly, then, Americans had subordinated their concern for the liberties and freedom of the individual to their new respect for—or fear of—the majority, the “great and imposing image of the people at large.” It seemed clear that equality and democracy, far from going hand in hand with liberty and freedom, had in the sacred name of the majority raised up instead a tyranny over the minds of men as oppressive and as formidable as any in history: the tyranny of the majority. And Tocqueville could write: “I know of no country in which there  is so little independence of mind and real freedom of discussion as in America.”

 

That Alexis Charles Henri Clerel de Tocqueville should have been so critical of American democracy, that he should have thrust quite so vigorously at its underlying assumptions, was by all means appropriate. For the brilliant Frenchman was an aristocrat through and through, the heir of a distinguished tradition of good family, conservatism, and intellectual aloofness and individuality that had no affinity at all to the rampant equalitarianism which characterized Jacksonian America.

Born in Paris on July 29, 1805, Tocqueville was descended from a proud old Norman family that for long generations had been considered among the petite noblesse. Thus it required no particular devotion to the villainies of the ancien regime to make Tocqueville initially suspicious of majority rule. The leveling doctrines of the French Revolution had already taken a heavy toll within his own family and circle of friends. During the Revolution his parents had been jailed, his maternal grand-father, the Marquis of Rosambo, had been guillotined in the name of “Liberty, Equality and Fraternity.” And though his father was ultimately returned to rank and position after the fall of Napoleon, Tocqueville’s own childhood had been overshadowed by memories of these earlier popular excesses. In so many ways, then, he was both by birth and by circumstance ideally suited to the role of hostile critic of democracy in America.

Yet this is by no means all that must be said of Tocqueville’s preparation for his famous journey to America. For if it were, we would be obliged to discount the larger portion of his commentary as purely the product of personal spleen and vindictiveness. But our young Frenchman was actually no reactionary nobleman, no mere displaced aristocrat bitterly attached to an older order of things and vainly desirous of discrediting the rapidly spreading new democratic impulse. In fact we find that though Tocqueville never abandoned what he considered the loftier ideals and values of his aristocratic heritage, still his lively instinct for fairness and justice had touched off in him an enormous sympathy for democratic ideas. He had studied and been much impressed by scholarly allusions to the seemingly inevitable progress of democracy. And within France herself, the Revolution of 1830 had further convinced him that the whole spirit of his age tended increasingly towards more equal and democratic conditions and institutions. Tocqueville’s concern, then, was not to damn democracy, but rather to discover the weaknesses and the strengths of this movement which  promised to play such a dominant role in the future. Having discovered them, he might reconcile them with the best aspects of the old order. The great political problem of our times, Tocqueville wrote, was not the destruction, but rather the “organization and the establishment of democracy in Christendom.... The Americans, unquestionably, have not resolved this problem, but they furnish useful data to those who undertake to resolve it. ”

Ostensibly, Tocqueville and his friend Gustave de Beaumont had come to this country in May, 1831, for the sole purpose of studying our prison system. Both young aristocrats were magistrates, and, after all, a prison survey provided them an adequate excuse for visiting the New World. Actually, however, Tocqueville and Beaumont came primarily because of their intense eagerness to examine democracy at first hand, to see for themselves the actual workings of those equalitarian, democratic doctrines that must ultimately be France’s destiny. Democracy would inevitably come to their beloved France and to the rest of the world. But if these two young men could detect its errors and shortcomings in America, then at home they might at least prepare adequate safeguards for the inevitable. As Tocqueville himself wrote:It is not, then, merely to satisfy a legitimate curiosity that I have examined America; my wish has been to find there instruction by which we may ourselves profit.... I confess that, in America, I saw more than America; I sought there the image of democracy itself, with its inclinations, its character, its prejudices, and its passions, in order to learn what we have to fear or to hope from its progress.





And in his superlative study, Tocqueville and Beaumont in America, George W. Pierson writes of the young aristocrats’ purpose in coming to America: “They would make dimacratie  safe for the world.”




II

There is little question but that Tocqueville’s single-minded concern for searching out the general principles of democracy in America—and for applying them to his native France—endowed his study with a timelessness and a philosophical scope that make it as important for our own period as it was for his. For here the reader is seldom caught up in a myriad of unrelated details concerning American life of a century and more ago. Instead, he is carried steadily along from one well-set-forth generalization to the next, always free to probe further those which are closest to his own interests. And the total picture that Tocqueville paints is coherent, well-integrated and meaningful.

Yet it was precisely because Tocqueville had such a definite purpose in mind when he came to America that he fell into a basic methodological trap. In his eagerness to generalize upon what he called “the image of democracy ... in order to learn what we have to fear or to hope from its progress,” Tocqueville frequently indulged in the most blatant kind of a priori reasoning. New to America, and basically unfamiliar with its mores and institutions, he would formulate an abstract principle upon the scantiest substantive evidence. And then he would use his further observations only as proof of these somewhat intuitive generalizations rather than as the basis of more objective conclusions. Lord Bryce, a British commentator on the American scene, who a half-century after Tocqueville would much more systematically examine The American Commonwealth, complained that though the Frenchman never consciously ignored a fact which might disprove his theories, nevertheless, “facts do not fall on his mind like seeds on virgin soil.”

There were, of course, other limitations as well that detracted somewhat from the general excellence of Tocqueville’s critique. Sometimes his subjectivity and his avid concern for the broad implications of democracy in America kept him from seeing its details with precision and clarity—kept him from distinguishing between those patterns of thought and deed which were genuinely democratic in their origin and those which were merely the product of a continuous frontier experience and an English heritage. Sometimes, too, Tocqueville’s penchant for generalization kept him from seeing through to those many basic changes in American life that were starting to take place even as he wrote. Thus, to Tocqueville the American Presidency seemed to be almost an office without power. He described at length the forces that enfeebled the Chief Executive and seriously limited his influence. And he disparaged any likely Presidential potential for boldness and leadership. But all of this was at the very moment that crusty old Andrew Jackson was in the White House, challenging the Supreme Court, vigorously forcing his will upon the Congress, and establishing a pattern of strong Presidential leadership that would eventually be followed by Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson and Franklin D. Roosevelt.

There was still another major area in which Tocqueville failed to discern important changes in American life. For he was very  much impressed with the power of the various states and with what seemed to him to be the inherent weakness of the national government. In time, he felt, there might be as many as 100,000,000 Americans in 40 states, and the disintegrating, decentralizing effect of such growth and expansion would mean a further weakening of the bonds of union. As the national government would grow even more remote from the average citizen, so national allegiance would be totally supplanted by loyalty to the individual states, or at best to regional blocs of states. And, of course, Tocqueville’s visit to the United States did actually coincide with the rise of sectionalism and the South’s cry for “states’ rights.” He came at a time when antagonisms between East and West, North and South were particularly bitter and pronounced; so that it was only natural that he should assume still a further decline in the power and prestige of the national government and an ever increasing loyalty to state and to section.

What Tocqueville overlooked, however, in his quest for generalizations, were the many adhesive, nationalizing forces that eventually would bind together even more than 200,000,000 Americans in 50 states, spread out over a whole continent and beyond. The industrial revolution, a widespread factory system, a vast transcontinental railroad network, endless highways, mass communications, the standardization of American food, clothing, shelter and even ideas—all of these have bound Americans more tightly together since Tocqueville’s time. And our union has actually been strengthened, not dissolved or even weakened, with an enormous accretion of national powers and a marked decline of state and regional loyalties. Tocqueville felt that in civil strife the union must fall. But from 1861 to 1865 it survived the holocaust of the Civil War, and emerged stronger than ever before.

Besides, as Lord Bryce suggested, “It is a salutary warning to those who think it easy to get to the bottom of the political and social phenomena of a nation, to find that so keen and so industrious an observer as De Tocqueville, who has seized with unrivalled acuteness and described with consummate art many of the minor features of American politics, has omitted to notice several which had already begun to show their heads in his day, and have since become of the first importance.” Among these Bryce included the growing influence of money in politics, the systematization and organization of party rivalry, and the rise of the reform movement (although Tocqueville and Beaumont had supposedly come here to study prison reforms).

At other points as well Democracy in America suffers grievously from omissions and misinterpretations that can be traced  directly both to the author’s too easy assumptions and to his desire not to report, but rather to summarize, interpret and generalize.




in

For all of Tocqueville’s obvious inadequacies and the often rather distressing subjectivity of his approach, still many of his generalizations concerning politics, religion, government, art and even literature in democratic America are actually amazingly shrewd and perceptive in their way. This is what makes  Democracy in America a great book. Even where his observations fail to stand up as credibly objective and accurate reporting on the contemporary scene, Tocqueville still ranks as something of a master prophet and political scientist. Many of his brilliantly intuitive insights into the dynamics of nineteenth century democratic life hold true for our own times as well, and one is over and over again astonished at the way history has borne out numbers of his most sweeping assumptions.

It is quite clear, for instance, that Tocqueville misjudged the immediate strength and importance of the American Presidency. Yet at the very same time, the Frenchman was incredibly shrewd in his estimate of just what factors in American life would eventually increase Presidential influence and authority far beyond even Jackson’s fondest hopes. “It is chiefly in its foreign relations that the executive power of a nation finds occasion to exert its skill and its strength,” Tocqueville wrote. But for all practical purposes, in his own time a nearly isolated America had no foreign relations. Separated by great oceans from the rest of the world, America was safe from foreign aggression, her interests abroad were still comparatively small and unimportant, her dealings with other nations still at practically irreducible minimum. And though the President might possess what potentially were “almost royal prerogatives,” still, at the moment, physical isolation and a dearth of foreign relations thoroughly limited the Executive’s opportunities for exercising these prerogatives.

Thus it was neither law nor the Constitution, but rather circumstance alone, that enfeebled Presidential authority. And it is to Tocqueville’s credit as an analyst and prophet that he so clearly perceived what new circumstances would in the future necessarily revolutionize the influence of the Executive. If America were to become a great world power and her early isolation were to become a thing of the past, then the division of governmental power would be different by far. “If the existence of the Union were perpetually threatened, if its chief  interests were in daily connection with those of other powerful nations,” then “the executive government would assume an increased importance in proportion to the measures expected of it and to those which it would execute.” And today few Americans would doubt that our own enormous concentration of power in the Presidency has resulted at least in large part from America’s emergence as a great world power in the years since World War I. Now toward the end of the twentieth century, our foreign relations have increased tremendously in scope and importance, our Executive finds increasing occasion to exert his skill and strength. Consequently the President’s “almost royal prerogatives” have now been largely realized, quite in keeping with Tocqueville’s prophecy.

 

About Americans’ economic pursuits, too, Tocqueville made many wise observations: about Americans’ intense love of wealth, their growing preference for commerce and industry over agriculture, their potential for vast material success. Americans make progress in industry, he wrote, because of their enormous ambition and their almost single-minded devotion to profitable activity. Besides, great fortunes were still to be made; and Tocqueville foresaw the rise of a ruthless industrial aristocracy—the “Robber Barons” of the late 19th century. Yet here Tocqueville perceived a fundamental contradiction in the American economy that its later Marxist critics could never really grasp: that while the “manufacturing aristocracy which is growing up under our eyes is one of the harshest that ever existed in the world ... at the same time it is one of the most confined and least dangerous. ” This, because its wealth was not exclusive, its success not accompanied by the extremes of widespread poverty, nor by the polarization of society into only the very rich and the very poor.

In a singularly brilliant chapter, “Why Great Revolutions Will Become More Rare,” Tocqueville pointed out that revolutions are made to destroy blatant inequalities. And, admittedly, in democratic America enterprise and the love of wealth will produce a few massive fortunes. But the very poor will also be few in number, and the immense neither-rich-nor-poor majority of the nation will always hold the balance between them. Riches are well distributed in America, not concentrated; and the American class structure—as the Marxist can never see or accept—is characterized by fluidity rather than by stratification. “Without being exactly either rich or poor,” then, most men possess “sufficient property to desire the maintenance of order, yet not enough to excite envy. Such men are the natural enemies of violent commotions; their stillness  keeps all beneath them and above them still, and secures the balance of the fabric of society.” In such a land, then, amidst the conservatism bred by well-being, revolution must indeed be rare!

 

Few basic American character traits and social patterns escaped the discerning Frenchman: their addiction to practical rather than theoretical science, their pragmatic concern not for the lofty and the perfect, but for the quick and the useful (“They will habitually prefer the useful to the beautiful, and they will require that the beautiful should be useful.”), their inherent restlessness and ambition, their mutability and constant feverish activity (“The whole life of an American is passed like a game of chance, a revolutionary crisis, or a battle.”), and their unending quest for devices and short-cuts (“He who has set his heart exclusively upon the pursuit of worldly welfare is always in a hurry, for he has but a limited time at his disposal to reach, to grasp, and to enjoy it.”).

In Part II in particular, Tocqueville’s long catalogue of the influence of democracy—or equality—upon the intellect, manners, and feelings of Americans remains shrewdly pertinent today. The Transcendentalists of his own day seemed to escape Tocqueville altogether, but of the future of literature in the American democracy he was quite certain, and largely correct. Its practitioners would reach more and more millions, he prophesied, introducing democracy’s trading, enterprising spirit into literature. And though some few writers of superior abilities would retain their individual brilliance and artistry, most writers would become tradesmen themselves.

Style will frequently be fantastic, incorrect, overburdened, and loose,—almost always vehement and bold. Authors will aim at rapidity of execution more than at perfection of detail ... there will be more wit than erudition, more imagination than profundity; and literary performances will bear marks of an untutored and rude vigor of thought.... The object of authors will be to astonish rather than to please, and to stir the passions more than to charm the taste.



In literature, as in the cultivation of all other arts, the so-called craftsman of democratic ages places a premium upon quantity rather than quality, upon profit rather than perfection.

Religion, too, must feel the effects of democracy. Its forms and strictures become less rigid, though it continues to provide a substructure of belief and self-estimation for men whose seeming political freedom would otherwise make life and  thought intolerably nebulous and infirm. Even the writing of history must be affected by democratic tendencies, with its emphasis placed not upon chance or upon the singular deeds and accomplishments of individual heroes and leaders, but—appropriately enough—upon mass movements and general causes instead. How astute an observation this was, of course, had been amply demonstrated by an American historiography which, since Tocqueville’s time, has long been dominated by determinists of one kind or another, all more concerned with the giant forces that mold society than with the individual men who compose it.

Tocqueville described and prophesied with equal perceptivity many other aspects of democratic America as well: the peculiarly important role of the legal profession, particularly of the judiciary, the power and vituperativeness of a free press, the extravagance of democratic manners generally, the range and intensity of the American’s political interests (“He speaks to you as if he was addressing a meeting; and if he should chance to become warm in the discussion, he will say ‘Gentlemen’ to the person with whom he is conversing. ”), the long aversion to—and slow preparation for—war, and yet ultimately the capacity completely to mobilize the nation and to wage total, victorious war, the dangers of civil war inherent in the master-slave relationship between Negro and white.

The young Frenchman also ferreted out an exceptionally significant American phenomenon by drawing attention to the multiplicity of public associations (“Americans of all ages, all conditions, and all dispositions, constantly form associations ... religious, moral, serious, futile, general or restricted, enormous or diminutive ... to give entertainments, to found seminaries, to build inns, to construct churches, to diffuse books, to send missionaries to the antipodes ... ”). Such private groups give individual men strength and substance in minor matters, prepare them for larger responsibilities, and perform functions that government would otherwise assume.

Finally, of course, most prophetic of all, there is Tocqueville’s shrewd estimate of America’s future relationship with still another powerful nation:There are at the present time two great nations in the world, which started from different points, but seem to tend towards the same end. I allude to the Russians and the Americans. Both of them have grown up unnoticed; and whilst the attention of mankind was directed elsewhere, they have suddenly placed themselves in the front rank among the nations, and  the world learned their existence and their greatness at almost the same time.

All other nations seem to have nearly reached their natural limits, and they have only to maintain their power; but these are still in the act of growth. All the others have stopped, or continue to advance with extreme difficulty; these alone are proceeding with ease and celerity along a path to which no limit can be perceived. The American struggles against the obstacles which nature opposes to him; the adversaries of the Russian are men. The former combats the wilderness and savage life; the latter, civilization with all its arms. The conquests of the American are therefore gained by the plowshare; those of the Russian by the sword. The Anglo-American relies upon personal interest to accomplish his ends and gives free scope to the unguided strength and common sense of the people; the Russian centres all the authority of society in a single arm. The principal instrument of the former is freedom; of the latter, servitude. Their starting-point is different and their courses are not the same; yet each of them seems marked out by the will of Heaven to sway the destinies of half the globe.








IV

We have seen that Alexis de Tocqueville’s interests ranged far into almost every aspect of American life. Yet in his own estimate, one theme in particular dominated all others: the growing tyranny of the majority, the ever-increasing and most formidable barriers raised by the majority around the free expression of opinion, and, as a result, the frightening oneness of American thinking, the absence of eccentricity and divergence from the norm.

A perfect liberty of the mind exists in America, said Tocqueville, just as long as the sovereign majority has yet to decide its course. But once the majority has made up its mind, then all contrary thought must cease, and all controversy must be abandoned, not at the risk of death or physical punishment, but rather at the more subtle and more intolerable pain of ostracism, of being shunned by one’s fellows, of being rejected by society.

Throughout history kings and princely rulers had sought without success to control human thought, that most elusive and invisible power of all. Yet where absolute monarchs had failed, democracy succeeds, for the strength of the majority is unlimited and all-pervasive, and the doctrines of equality and majority rule have substituted for the tyranny of the few over  the many the more absolute, imperious and widely accepted tyranny of the many over the few.

In contrast to the marked individualism of earlier American society, Tocqueville saw uniformity, conformity and a drab sameness as the characteristics of modern democracy. Originally, men sought freedom to break off the brutal chains of inequality fashioned by the monarchies and aristocracies of old. But “as the conditions of men become equal amongst a people, individuals seem of less, and society of greater, importance.” Increasingly, then, men in democracies put a premium upon equality and sameness rather than upon difference, and soon they become intolerant of the very freedom to be different. Besides, in an equalitarian democracy, men are prone to be “lost in the crowd” of their fellows; they lose respect for their own freedom and individuality, and so become grossly indifferent to the free expressions of individual thought, taste and desire on the part of all others. In short, democracy and equality are great levelers. Thus they make it impossible for one man or a few men to oppress the many. But in turn they make it equally impossible for any one man to be free from the oppression of the many. In consequence, the democratic majority can become the greatest, most absolute tyranny of all.

 

Today, of course, Tocqueville’s concern for the growing tyranny of the majority strikes home with particular force. It is true that a half-century after Democracy in America first appeared, Lord Bryce wrote that Tocqueville’s “tyranny of the majority does not strike one as a serious evil in the America of today ... Faint are the traces which remain of that intolerance of heterodoxy in politics, religion or social views whereon he dilates.” But in evaluating Lord Bryce’s criticism, one suspects that because he lacked Tocqueville’s brilliant and prophetic perceptivity, he simply couldn’t fathom what real truth there was to the Frenchman’s estimate. Besides, even as Bryce wrote in 1887, the thoroughly majority-oriented democracy that Tocqueville had foreseen and that we experience today had not as yet actually thrust its way through to the surface of American life. Now, however, it has, and modern, frontier-less, industrial America—with its factory-made, standardized food, clothing, housing, communications and even amusements—has surely placed a premium upon sameness, undermined individualism and created to perfection what contemporary sociologists bemoan as pre-eminently an “age of conformity.” With all of the tensions of cold and hot wars working towards a rather specious “unity of purpose,” political non-conformity seems to have all but disappeared. And,  generally speaking, the economic, social and political eccentricities that characterized the days of Washington and Jefferson seem to have been largely swallowed up in our age of mass democracy.

To be sure, that Tocqueville’s dire predictions should in our times have come so much closer to realization is not at all strange, not even in terms of the very factors that he felt would mitigate the growing tyranny of the majority. For Tocqueville saw one such factor in an almost total absence of government intervention in Americans’ everyday life. “Nothing,” he wrote in the 1830’s, “is more striking to a European traveller in the United States than the absence of what we term ... government.” Yet today one finds the mark of government everywhere.

Tocqueville also distinguished between centralized government and centralized administration. A central government, the means by which over-all policy is set for the nation, is necessary and virtually indispensable. But administration is the means by which such over-all policy is executed, and in Tocqueville’s time it was still a separate, decentralized entity, its power placed primarily in state and local agencies which alone dealt with individuals. However, suggested Tocqueville, if the central power “after having established the general principles of government ... descended to the details of their application; and if, having regulated the great interests of the country, it could descend to the circle of individual interests, freedom would soon be banished from the New World.” And who today would deny that over the past half century our federal government has not only established the general principles of government, but also descended to the details of their application, has not only regulated the great interests of the country, but also descended to the circle of individual interests as well?

Then, too, when Tocqueville wrote further of the forces in America that mitigated the mass tyranny he feared, he purposefully singled out the independence of the press, the ease with which one might set up his own newspaper, the total absence of centralized press opinion. Yet today the American press is marked by a constantly declining number of independent publications, by the rise of great newspaper chains, and by a generally pervasive emphasis upon the manufacture of public opinion through the various means of mass communications.

Besides, the natural physical substructure of freedom in Tocqueville’s time—an open frontier and the widest range of economic opportunity for the free individual—has almost completely disappeared in our own century. And quite clearly the free exchange of ideas no longer has its roots deep even in our  physical environment as it did when Tocqueville wrote. As a result, the questions raised in Democracy in America are even more pressing and challenging today than they were when Tocqueville and Beaumont first came to the New World to search out “the image of democracy itself, with its inclinations, its character, its prejudices, and its passions, in order to learn what we have to fear or to hope from its progress.”

 

Alexis de Tocqueville’s great work cannot fully be understood, of course, unless one realizes that the young Frenchman never really despaired of democracy in America. He foresaw an ever-growing tyranny of the majority, he rigorously and lengthily analyzed the many factors in American civilization that seemed to lead resolutely towards conformity and the constriction of the open society, and he felt certain that if left to their own devices, Americans would naturally veer away from the individualism of their forefathers. Yet if conformity seemed destined to be the “natural” lot of men in democratic ages, then Tocqueville would make individualism, independence and personal freedom the product of “art” instead. If for America the future seemed destined to sweep away Nature’s own props to freedom, then Tocqueville was equally determined that new props be constructed in their place. Surely, he wrote, one shouldn’t simply assume that freedom in democracy is completely dependent upon the physical presence of an open frontier:If those nations whose social condition is democratic could remain free only while they inhabit uncultivated regions, we must despair of the future destiny of the human race; for democracy is rapidly acquiring a more extended sway, and the wilds are gradually peopled with men.





Nor could one rightly abandon democracy, give up hope for freedom within its confines, and turn instead to the reestablishment of those older, more aristocratic patterns of society and government in which freedom had traditionally been more secure. (“Thus, the question is not how to reconstruct aristocratic society, but how to make liberty proceed out of that democratic state of society in which God has placed us.”) Freedom and democracy must be man’s future objective. And however formidable the obstacles in his path, man’s artistry can still make valid what is now a thoughtless and rather magical equation of equality with freedom, of democracy (or majority rule) with liberty. Such was Tocqueville’s faith, for had it been otherwise, he wrote,... I should not have written this book, but I should have confined myself to deploring in secret the destiny of mankind. I have sought to point out the dangers to which the principle of equality exposes the independence of man, because I firmly believe that these dangers are the most formidable as well as the least foreseen of all those which futurity holds in store; but I do not think that they are insurmountable.





Tocqueville, then, saw that “the very essence of democratic government consists in the absolute sovereignty of the majority.” And yet the manner in which democracies might surmount the dangers inherent in majority rule did not escape the Frenchman. He noted the tools which free men might in their artistry create to strengthen their ancient freedoms. And in our own age of conformity, Tocqueville’s suggested bulwarks to freedom take on an even greater meaning:

An independent press, that alone provides the individual a voice with which to appeal from oppression to the whole nation, or to mankind itself.

Decentralization, which, to the extent that it is feasible, diminishes absolute authority.... And local self-government, as well as social, economic and intellectual associations or groups, which give free men a stake in their society, a sense of responsibility and self-importance that keeps them from being “lost in the crowd” and that makes them more jealous of their liberties.

Forms, manners and traditions, which men in democratic times generally hold in contempt, but which mold a protective barrier about our freedoms, encase them in a social framework at times even stronger than the wrathful will of the majority.... And a forthright legal profession and judiciary to uphold these forms, to nourish and to defend them.

Groups of citizens to guard always the rights and interests of their individual fellows, constantly aware that their own freedom depends upon the extent to which they will defend that of every other citizen.

These are but some of the devices that free men themselves can contrive and perpetuate to preserve their liberties and independence against the tyranny of the majority. In our democratic times, the strongest possible drive towards such a tyranny is inevitable, but our submission to it is not. And like Pico and the Humanists of old, Tocqueville saw man’s fate as his own, his destiny awaiting his own creation:I am aware that many of my contemporaries maintain that nations are never their own masters here below, and that they  necessarily obey some insurmountable and unintelligent power, arising from anterior events, from their race, or from the soil and climate of their country. Such principles are false and cowardly; such principles can never produce aught but feeble men and pusillanimous nations. Providence had not created mankind entirely independent or entirely free. It is true, that around every man a fatal circle is traced, beyond which he cannot pass; but within the wide verge of that circle he is powerful and free; as it is with men, so with communities. The nations of our time cannot prevent the condition of man from becoming equal; but it depends upon themselves whether the principle of equality is to lead them to servitude or freedom, to knowledge or barbarism, to prosperity or wretchedness.





With free will and wisdom, then, men may see the pitfalls of the democratic ages that stretch before them. And then, rather than submit to these pitfalls—the most extreme of which is the subversion of freedom by the tyranny of the majority—they may choose instead a wiser path, the path of freedom and democracy.

 

In abridging the two long volumes of Democracy in America,  every effort has been made to retain not only the spirit and essential meaning of Tocqueville’s classic, but also the most important descriptive. and analytical passages as well. Deletions and changes were made at all times with an eye first to the needs and purposes of a general as well as academic audience. Only then were the space requirements of an inexpensive paper-bound edition considered. Thus, though it was not an easy task to pare and cut down this masterpiece of our political and social literature, its best portions are presented here, taken with some modifications from the original Henry Reeve translation as revised by Frances Bowen.

For the most thorough and enlightening study of Alexis de Tocqueville and his work, the reader is enthusiastically referred to George Pierson’s Tocqueville and Beaumont in America.

Richard D. Heffner

New York City

August 5th, 1955




AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION

AMONGST the novel objects that attracted my attention during my stay in the United States, nothing struck me more forcibly than the general equality of condition among the people. I readily discovered the prodigious influence which this primary fact exercises on the whole course of society; it gives a peculiar direction to public opinion, and a peculiar tenor to the laws; it imparts new maxims to the governing authorities, and peculiar habits to the governed.

I soon perceived that the influence of this fact extends far beyond the political character and the laws of the country, and that it has no less empire over civil society than over the government; it creates opinions, gives birth to new sentiments, founds novel customs, and modifies whatever it does not produce. The more I advanced in the study of American society, the more I perceived that this equality of condition is the fundamental fact from which all others seem to be derived, and the central point at which all my observations constantly terminated.

I then turned my thoughts to our own hemisphere, and thought that I discerned there something analogous to the spectacle which the New World presented to me. I observed that equality of condition, though it has not there reached the extreme limit which it seems to have attained in the United States, is constantly approaching it; and that the democracy which governs the American communities appears to be rapidly rising into power in Europe. Hence I conceived the idea of the book which is now before the reader.

It is evident to all alike that a great democratic revolution is going on amongst us; but all do not look at it in the same light. To some it appears to be novel but accidental, and, as such, they hope it may still be checked; to others it seems irresistible, because it is the most uniform, the most ancient, and the most permanent tendency which is to be found in history.

I look back for a moment on the situation of France seven hundred years ago, when the territory was divided amongst a small number of families, who were the owners of the soil and the rulers of the inhabitants; the right of governing descended with the family inheritance from generation to generation; force  was the only means by which man could act on man; and landed property was the sole source of power. Soon, however, the political power of the clergy was founded, and began to increase: the clergy opened their ranks to all classes, to the poor and the rich, the vassal and the lord; through the Church, equality penetrated into the Government, and he who as a serf must have vegetated in perpetual bondage took his place as a priest in the midst of nobles, and not unfrequently above the heads of kings.

The different relations of men with each other became more complicated and numerous as society gradually became more stable and civilized. Hence the want of civil laws was felt; and the ministers of law soon rose from the obscurity of the tribunals and their dusty chambers, to appear at the court of the monarch, by the side of the feudal barons clothed in their ermine and their mail. Whilst the kings were ruining themselves by their great enterprises, and the nobles exhausting their resources by private wars, the lower orders were enriching themselves by commerce. The influence of money began to be perceptible in state affairs. The transactions of business opened a new road to power, and the financier rose to a station of political influence in which he was at once flattered and despised.

Gradually the diffusion of intelligence, and the increasing taste for literature and art, caused learning and talent to become a means of government; mental ability led to social power, and the man of letters took a part in the affairs of the state. The value attached to high birth declined just as fast as new avenues to power were discovered. In the eleventh century, nobility was beyond all price; in the thirteenth, it might be purchased. Nobility was first conferred by gift in 1270; and equality was thus introduced into the government by the aristocracy itself.

In the course of these seven hundred years, it sometimes happened that the nobles, in order to resist the authority of the crown, or to diminish the power of their rivals, granted some political influence to the common people. Or, more frequently, the king permitted the lower orders to have a share in the government, with the intention of depressing the aristocracy. In France, the kings have always been the most active and the most constant of levellers. When they were strong and ambitious, they spared no pains to raise the people to the level of the nobles; when they were temperate and feeble, they allowed the people to rise above themselves. Some assisted the democracy by their talents, others by their vices. Louis XI. and Louis XIV. reduced all ranks beneath the throne to the same  degree of subjection; and, finally, Louis XV. descended, himself and all his court, into the dust.

As soon as land began to be held on any other than a feudal tenure, and personal property in its turn became able to confer influence and power, every discovery in the arts, every improvement in commerce or manufactures, created so many new elements of equality among men. Henceforward every new invention, every new want which it occasioned, and every new desire which craved satisfaction, was a step towards a general levelling. The taste for luxury, the love of war, the empire of fashion, and the most superficial as well as the deepest passions of the human heart, seemed to co-operate to enrich the poor and to impoverish the rich.

From the time when the exercise of the intellect became a source of strength and of wealth, we see that every addition to science, every fresh truth, and every new idea became a germ of power placed within the reach of the people. Poetry, eloquence, and memory, the grace of the mind, the glow of imagination, depth of thought, and all the gifts which Heaven scatters at a venture, turned to the advantage of the democracy; and even when they were in the possession of its adversaries, they still served its cause by throwing into bold relief the natural greatness of man. Its conquests spread, therefore, with those of civilization and knowledge; and literature became an arsenal open to all, where the poor and the weak daily resorted for arms.

In running over the pages of our history for seven hundred years, we shall scarcely find a single great event which has not promoted equality of condition. The Crusades and the English wars decimated the nobles and divided their possessions: the municipal corporations introduced democratic liberty into the bosom of feudal monarchy; the invention of fire-arms equalized the vassal and the noble on the field of battle; the art of printing opened the same resources to the minds of all classes; the post-office brought knowledge alike to the door of the cottage and to the gate of the palace; and Protestantism proclaimed that all men are alike able to find the road to heaven. The discovery of America opened a thousand new paths to fortune, and led obscure adventurers to wealth and power.

If, beginning with the eleventh century, we examine what has happened in France from one half-century to another, we shall not fail to perceive, at the end of each of these periods, that a twofold revolution has taken place in the state of society. The noble has gone down on the social ladder, and the commoner has gone up; the one descends as the other rises. Every  half-century brings them nearer to each other, and they will soon meet.

Nor is this peculiar to France. Whithersoever we turn our eyes, we perceive the same revolution going on throughout the Christian world. The various occurrences of national existence have everywhere turned to the advantage of democracy: all men have aided it by their exertions, both those who have intentionally labored in its cause, and those who have served it unwittingly; those who have fought for it, and those who have declared themselves its opponents, have all been driven along in the same track, have all labored to one end; some ignorantly and some unwillingly, all have been blind instruments in the hands of God.

The gradual development of the principle of equality is, therefore, a Providential fact. It has all the chief characteristics of such a fact: it is universal, it is durable, it constantly eludes all human interference, and all events as well as all men contribute to its progress.

Would it, then, be wise to imagine that a social movement, the causes of which lie so far back, can be checked by the efforts of one generation? Can it be believed that the democracy which has overthrown the feudal system, and vanquished kings, will retreat before tradesmen and capitalists? Will it stop now that it has grown so strong, and its adversaries so weak? Whither, then, are we tending? No one can say, for terms of comparison already fail us. The conditions of men are more equal in Christian countries at the present day than they have been at any previous time, or in any part of the world; so that the magnitude of what already has been done prevents us from foreseeing what is yet to be accomplished.

The whole book which is here offered to the public has been written under the impression of a kind of religious terror produced in the author’s mind by the view of that irresistible revolution which has advanced for centuries in spite of every obstacle, and which is still advancing in the midst of the ruins it has caused. It is not necessary that God himself should speak in order that we may discover the unquestionable signs of his will. It is enough to ascertain what is the habitual course of nature and the constant tendency of events. I know, without a special revelation, that the planets move in the orbits traced by the Creator’s hand.

If the men of our time should be convinced, by attentive observation and sincere reflection, that the gradual and progressive development of social equality is at once the past and the future of their history, this discovery alone would confer the sacred character of a Divine decree upon the change. To  attempt to check democracy would be in that case to resist the will of God; and the nations would then be constrained to make the best of the social lot awarded to them by Providence.

The Christian nations of our day seem to me to present a most alarming spectacle; the movement which impels them is already so strong that it cannot be stopped, but it is not yet so rapid that it cannot be guided. Their fate is still in their own hands; yet a little while, and it may be so no longer.

The first of the duties which are at this time imposed upon those who direct our affairs, is to educate the democracy; to renovate, if possible, its religious belief; to purify its morals; to regulate its movements; to substitute by degrees a knowledge of business for its inexperience, and an acquaintance with its true interests for its blind instincts; to adapt its government to time and place, and to make it conform to the occurrences and the men of the times. A new science of politics is needed for a new world.

This, however, is what we think of least; placed in the middle of a rapid stream, we obstinately fix our eyes on the ruins which may still be described upon the shore we have left, whilst the current hurries us away, and drags us backward toward the gulf.

In no country in Europe has the great social revolution which I have just described made such rapid progress as in France; but it has always advanced without guidance. The heads of the state have made no preparation for it, and it has advanced without their consent or without their knowledge. The most powerful, the most intelligent, and the most moral classes of the nation have never attempted to take hold of it in order to guide it. The democracy has consequently been abandoned to its wild instincts, and it has grown up like those children who have no parental guidance, who receive their education in the public streets, and who are acquainted only with the vices and wretchedness of society. Its existence was seemingly unknown, when suddenly it acquired supreme power. Every one then submitted to its caprices; it was worshipped as the idol of strength; and when afterwards it was enfeebled by its own excesses, the legislator conceived the rash project of destroying it, instead of instructing it and correcting its vices. No attempt was made to fit it to govern, but all were bent on excluding it from the government.

The consequence has been, that the democratic revolution has taken place in the body of society, without that concomitant change in the laws, ideas, customs, and manners, which was necessary to render such a revolution beneficial. Thus we have a democracy, without anything to lessen its vices and  bring out its natural advantages; and although we already perceive the evils it brings, we are ignorant of the benefits it may confer.

While the power of the crown, supported by the aristocracy, peaceably governed the nations of Europe, society, in the midst of its wretchedness, had several sources of happiness which can now scarcely be conceived or appreciated. The power of a part of his subjects was an insurmountable barrier to the tyranny of the prince; and the monarch, who felt the almost divine character which he enjoyed in the eyes of the multitude, derived a motive for the just use of his power from the respect which he inspired. The nobles, high as they were placed above the people, could not but take that calm and benevolent interest in their fate which the shepherd feels towards his flock; and without acknowledging the poor as their equals, they watched over the destiny of those whose welfare Providence had intrusted to their care. The people, never having conceived the idea of a social condition different from their own, and never expecting to become equal to their leaders, received benefits from them without discussing their rights. They became attached to them when they were clement and just, and submitted to their exactions without resistance or servility, as to the inevitable visitations of the Deity. Custom and the manners of the time, moreover, had established certain limits to oppression, and put a sort of legal restraint upon violence.

As the noble never suspected that any one would attempt to deprive him of the privileges which he believed to be legitimate, and as the serf looked upon his own inferiority as a consequence of the immutable order of nature, it is easy to imagine that some mutual exchange of good-will took place between two classes so differently gifted by fate. Inequality and wretchedness were then to be found in society; but the souls of neither rank of men were degraded. Men are not corrupted by the exercise of power, or debased by the habit of obedience; but by the exercise of a power which they believe to be illegitimate, and by obedience to a rule which they consider to be usurped and oppressive.

On the one side were wealth, strength, and leisure, accompanied by the refinements of luxury, the elegance of taste, the pleasures of wit, and the cultivation of the arts; on the other, were labor, clownishness, and ignorance. But in the midst of this coarse and ignorant multitude it was not uncommon to meet with energetic passions, generous sentiments, profound religious convictions, and wild virtues. The social state thus organized might boast of its stability, its power, and, above all, its glory.

But the scene is now changed. Gradually the distinctions of rank are done away; the barriers which once severed mankind are falling down; property is divided, power is shared by many, the light of intelligence spreads, and the capacities of all classes are equally cultivated. The State becomes democratic, and the empire of democracy is slowly and peaceably introduced into the institutions and the manners of the nation.

I can conceive of a society in which all men would feel an equal love and respect for the laws of which they consider themselves as the authors; in which the authority of the government would be respected as necessary, though not as divine; and in which the loyalty of the subject to the chief magistrate would not be a passion, but a quiet and rational persuasion. Every individual being in the possession of rights which he is sure to retain, a kind of manly confidence and reciprocal courtesy would arise between all classes, alike removed from pride and servility. The people, well acquainted with their own true interests, would understand that, in order to profit by the advantages of society, it is necessary to satisfy its requisitions. The voluntary association of the citizens might then take the place of the individual exertions of the nobles, and the community would be alike protected from anarchy and from oppression.

I admit that, in a democratic state thus constituted, society would not be stationary. But the impulses of the social body might there be regulated and made progressive. If there were less splendor than in the midst of an aristocracy, the contrast of misery would also be less frequent; the pleasures of enjoyment might be less excessive, but those of comfort would be more general; the sciences might be less perfectly cultivated, but ignorance would be less common; the impetuosity of the feelings would be repressed, and the habits of the nation softened; there would be more vices and fewer great crimes.

In the absence of enthusiasm and an ardent faith, great sacrifices may be obtained from the members of a commonwealth by an appeal to their understandings and their experience; each individual will feel the same necessity of union with his fellows to protect his own weakness; and as he knows that he can obtain their help only on condition of helping them, he will readily perceive that his personal interest is identified with the interests of the whole community. The nation, taken as a whole, will be less brilliant, less glorious, and perhaps less strong; but the majority of the citizens will enjoy a greater degree of prosperity, and the people will remain quiet, not because they despair of a change for the better, but because they are conscious that they are well off already. If all the consequences of  this state of things were not good or useful, society would at least have appropriated all such as were useful and good; and having once and for ever renounced the social advantages of aristocracy, mankind would enter into possession of all the benefits which democracy can afford.

But here it may be asked what we have adopted in the place of those institutions, those ideas, and those customs of our forefathers which we have abandoned. The spell of royalty is broken, but it has not been succeeded by the majesty of the laws. The people have learned to despise all authority, but they still fear it; and fear now extorts more than was formerly paid from reverence and love. I perceive that we have destroyed those individual powers which were able, single-handed, to cope with tyranny; but it is the government that has inherited the privileges of which families, corporations, and individuals have been deprived; to the power of a small number of persons—which, if it was sometimes oppressive, was often conservative—has succeeded the weakness of the whole community.

The division of property has lessened the distance which separated the rich from the poor; but it would seem that the nearer they draw to each other, the greater is their mutual hatred, and the more vehement the envy and the dread with which they resist each other’s claims to power; the idea of Right does not exist for either party, and Force affords to both the only argument for the present, and the only guaranty for the future.

The poor man retains the prejudices of his forefathers without their faith, and their ignorance without their virtues; he has adopted the doctrine of self-interest as the rule of his actions, without understanding the science which puts it to use; and his selfishness is no less blind than was formerly his devotedness to others. If society is tranquil, it is not because it is conscious of its strength and its well-being, but because it fears its weakness and its infirmities; a single effort may cost it its life. Everybody feels the evil, but no one has courage or energy enough to seek the cure. The desires, the repinings, the sorrows, and the joys of the present time lead to no visible or permanent result, like the passions of old men, which terminate in impotence.

We have, then, abandoned whatever advantages the old state of things afforded, without receiving any compensation from our present condition; we have destroyed an aristocracy, and we seem inclined to survey its ruins with complacency, and to fix our abode in the midst of them.

The phenomena which the intellectual world presents are not less deplorable. The democracy of France, hampered in its  course or abandoned to its lawless passions, has overthrown whatever crossed its path, and has shaken all that it has not destroyed. Its empire has not been gradually introduced, or peaceably established, but it has constantly advanced in the midst of the disorders and the agitations of a conflict. In the heat of the struggle, each partisan is hurried beyond the natural limits of his opinions by the doctrines and the excesses of his opponents, until he loses sight of the end of his exertions, and holds a language which does not express his real sentiments or secret instincts. Hence arises the strange confusion which we are compelled to witness.

I can recall nothing in history more worthy of sorrow anc pity, than the scenes which are passing under our eyes. It is as if the natural bond which unites the opinions of man to his tastes, and his actions to his principles, was now broken; the sympathy which has always been observed between the feelings and the ideas of mankind appears to be dissolved, and all the laws of moral analogy to be abolished.

Zealous Christians are still found amongst us, whose minds are nurtured on the thoughts which pertain to a future life, and who readily espouse the cause of human liberty as the source of all moral greatness. Christianity, which has declared that all men are equal in the sight of God, will not refuse to acknowledge that all citizens are equal in the eye of the law. But, by a singular concourse of events, religion has been for a time entangled with those institutions which democracy assails; and it is not unfrequently brought to reject the equality which it loves, and to curse that cause of liberty as a foe, whose efforts it might hallow by its alliance.

By the side of these religious men, I discern others whose looks are turned to earth rather than to heaven. These are the partisans of liberty, not only as the source of the noblest virtues, but more especially as the root of all solid advantages; and they sincerely desire to secure its authority, and to impart its blessings to mankind. It is natural that they should hasten to invoke the assistance of religion, for they must know that liberty cannot be established without morality, nor morality without faith. But they have seen religion in the ranks of their adversaries, and they inquire no further; some of them attack it openly, and the remainder are afraid to defend it.

In former ages, slavery was advocated by the venal and slavish-minded, whilst the independent and the warm-hearted were struggling without hope to save the liberties of mankind. But men of high and generous characters are now to be mel with, whose opinions are at variance with their inclinations, and who praise that servility which they have themselves never  known. Others, on the contrary, speak of liberty as if they were able to feel its sanctity and its majesty, and loudly claim for humanity those rights which they have always refused to acknowledge.

There are virtuous and peaceful individuals whose pure morality, quiet habits, opulence, and talents fit them to be the leaders of the surrounding population. Their love of country is sincere, and they are ready to make the greatest sacrifices for its welfare. But civilization often finds them among its opponents; they confound its abuses with its benefits, and the idea of evil is inseparable in their minds from that of novelty. Near these I find others, whose object is to materialize mankind, to hit upon what is expedient without heeding what is just, to acquire knowledge without faith, and prosperity apart from virtue; claiming to be the champions of modern civilization, they place themselves arrogantly at its head, usurping a place which is abandoned to them, and of which they are wholly unworthy.

Where are we, then?

The religionists are the enemies of liberty, and the friends of liberty attack religion; the high-minded and the noble advocate bondage, and the meanest and most servile preach independence; honest and enlightened citizens are opposed to all progress, whilst men without patriotism and without principle put themselves forward as the apostles of civilization and intelligence. Has such been the fate of the centuries which have preceded our own? and has man always inhabited a world like the present, where all things are out of their natural connections, where virtue is without genius, and genius without honor; where the love of order is confounded with a taste for oppression, and the holy rites of freedom with a contempt of law; where the light thrown by conscience on human actions is dim, and where nothing seems to be any longer forbidden or allowed, honorable or shameful, false or true?

I cannot believe that the Creator made man to leave him in an endless struggle with the intellectual miseries which surround us. God destines a calmer and a more certain future to the communities of Europe. I am ignorant of his designs, but I shall not cease to believe in them because I cannot fathom them, and I had rather mistrust my own capacity than his justice.

There is a country in the world where the great social revolution which I am speaking of seems to have nearly reached its natural limits. It has been effected with ease and quietness; say rather that this country is reaping the fruits of the democratic revolution which we are undergoing, without having had the revolution itself.

The emigrants who colonized the shores of America in the beginning of the seventeenth century somehow separated the democratic principle from all the principles which it had to contend with in the old communities of Europe, and transplanted it alone to the New World. It has there been able to spread in perfect freedom, and peaceably to determine the character of the laws by influencing the manners of the country.

It appears to me beyond a doubt that, sooner or later, we shall arrive, like the Americans, at an almost complete equality of condition. But I do not conclude from this, that we shall ever be necessarily led to draw the same political consequences which the Americans have derived from a similar social organization. I am far from supposing that they have chosen the only form of government which a democracy may adopt; but as the generative cause of laws and manners in the two countries is the same, It is of immense interest for us to know what it has produced in each of them.

It is not, then, merely to satisfy a legitimate curiosity that I have examined America; my wish has been to find there instruction by which we may ourselves profit. Whoever should imagine that I have intended to write a panegyric would be strangely mistaken, and on reading this book, he will perceive that such was not my design: nor has it been my object to advocate any form of government in particular, for I am of opinion that absolute excellence is rarely to be found in any system of laws. I have not even pretended to judge whether the social revolution, which I believe to be irresistible, is advantageous or prejudicial to mankind. I have acknowledged this revolution as a fact already accomplished, or on the eve of its accomplishment; and I have selected the nation, from amongst those which have undergone it, in which its development has been the most peaceful and the most complete, in order to discern its natural consequences, and to find out, if possible, the means of rendering it profitable to mankind. I confess that, in America, I saw more than America; I sought there the image of democracy itself, with its inclinations, its character, its prejudices, and its passions, in order to learn what we have to fear or to hope from its progress.

In the first part of this work, I have attempted to show the direction given to the laws by the democracy of America, which is abandoned almost without restraint to its instinctive propensities; and to exhibit the course it prescribes to the government and the influence it exercises on affairs. I have sought to discover the evils and the advantages which it brings. I have examined the precautions used by the Americans to direct it, as well as those which they have not adopted, and I have undertaken to point out the causes which enable it to govern society. I do not know whether I have succeeded in making known what I saw in America, but I am certain that such has been my sincere desire, and that I have never, knowingly, moulded facts to ideas, instead of ideas to facts.

Whenever a point could be established by the aid of written documents, I have had recourse to the original text, and to the most authentic and approved works.... Whenever opinions, political customs, or remarks on the manners of the country were concerned, I have endeavored to consult the most enlightened men I met with. If the point in question was important or doubtful, I was not satisfied with one testimony, but I formed my opinion on the evidence of several witnesses. Here the reader must necessarily rely upon my word. I could frequently have quoted names which are either known to him, or which deserve to be so, in proof of what I advance; but I have carefully abstained from this practice. A stranger frequently hears important truths at the fireside of his host, which the latter would perhaps conceal from the ear of friendship; he consoles himself with his guest for the silence to which he is restricted, and the shortness of the traveller’s stay takes away all fear of his indiscretion. I carefully noted every conversation of this nature as soon as it occurred, but these notes will never leave my writing-case. I had rather injure the success of my statements than add my name to the list of those strangers who repay the generous hospitality they have received by subsequent chagrin and annoyance.

I am aware that, notwithstanding my care, nothing will be easier than to criticise this book, if anyone ever chooses to criticise it.

Those readers who may examine it closely will discover, I think, in the whole work, a dominant thought which binds, so to speak, its several parts together. But the diversity of the subjects I have had to treat is exceedingly great, and it will not be difficult to oppose an isolated fact of the body of facts which I cite, or an isolated idea to the body of ideas I put forth. I hope to be read in the spirit which has guided my labors, and that my book may be judged by the general impression it leaves, as I have formed my own judgment not on any single reason, but upon the mass of evidence.

It must not be forgotten that the author who wishes to be understood is obliged to push all his ideas to their utmost theoretical consequences, and often to the verge of what is false or impracticable; for if it be necessary sometimes to depart from the rules of logic in action, such is not the case in discourse, and a man finds it almost as difficult to be inconsistent in his language, as to be consistent in his conduct.

I conclude by myself pointing out what many readers will consider the principal defect of the work. This book is written to favor no particular views, and in composing it, I have entertained no design of serving or attacking any party. I have undertaken, not to see differently from others, but to look further than others, and whilst they are busied for the morrow only, I have turned my thoughts to the whole future.




PART ONE




1. Origin of the Anglo-Americans.

AFTER the birth of a human being, his early years are obscurely spent in the toils or pleasures of childhood. As he grows up, the world receives him, when his manhood begins, and he enters into contact with his fellows. He is then studied for the first time, and it is imagined that the germ of the vices and the virtues of his maturer years is then formed. This, if I am not mistaken, is a great error. We must begin higher up; we must watch the infant in his mother’s arms; we must see the first images which the external world casts upon the dark mirror of his mind, the first occurrences which he witnesses; we must hear the first words which awaken the sleeping powers of thought, and stand by his earliest efforts,—if we would understand the prejudices, the habits, and the passions which will rule his life. The entire man is, so to speak, to be seen in the cradle of the child.

The growth of nations presents something analogous to this; they all bear some marks of their origin. The circumstances which accompanied their birth and contributed to their development affect the whole term of their being. If we were able to go back to the elements of states, and to examine the oldest monuments of their history, I doubt not that we should discover in them the primal cause of the prejudices, the habits, the ruling passions, and, in short, of all that constitutes what is called the national character. We should there find the explanation of certain customs which now seem at variance with the prevailing manners; of such laws as conflict with established principles; and of such incoherent opinions as are here and there to be met with in society, like those fragments of broken chains which we sometimes see hanging from the vaults of an old edifice, and supporting nothing. This might explain the destinies of certain nations which seem borne on by an unknown force to ends of which they themselves are ignorant. But hitherto facts have been wanting to researches of this kind: the spirit of inquiry has only come upon communities in their latter  days; and when they at length contemplated their origin, time had already obscured it, or ignorance and pride adorned it with truth-concealing fables.

America is the only country in which it has been possible to witness the natural and tranquil growth of society, and where the influence exercised on the future condition of states by their origin is clearly distinguishable.... America, consequently, exhibits in the broad light of day the phenomena which the ignorance or rudeness of earlier ages conceals from our researches. Near enough to the time when the states of America were founded, to be accurately acquainted with their elements, and sufficiently removed from that period to judge of some of their results, the men of our own day seem destined to see further than their predecessors into the series of human events. Providence has given us a torch which our forefathers did not possess, and has allowed us to discern fundamental causes in the history of the world which the obscurity of the past concealed from them. If we carefully examine the social and political state of America, after having studied its history, we shall remain perfectly convinced that not an opinion, not a custom, not a law, I may even say not an event, is upon record which the origin of that people will not explain. The readers of this book will find in the present chapter the germ of all that is to follow, and the key to almost the whole work.

The emigrants who came at different periods to occupy the territory now covered by the American Union differed from each other in many respects; their aim was not the same, and they governed themselves on different principles. These men had, however, certain features in common, and they were all placed in an analogous situation. The tie of language is, perhaps, the strongest and the most durable that can unite mankind. All the emigrants spoke the same tongue; they were all offsets from the same people. Born in a country which had been agitated for centuries by the struggles of faction, and in which all parties had been obliged in their turn to place themselves under the protection of the laws, their political education had been perfected in this rude school; and they were more conversant with the notions of right, and the principles of true freedom, than the greater part of their European contemporaries. At the period of the first emigrations, the township system, that fruitful germ of free institutions, was deeply rooted in the habits of the English; and with it the doctrine of the sovereignty of the people had been introduced into the bosom of the monarchy of the house of Tudor....

Another remark, to which we shall hereafter have occasion to recur, is applicable not only to the English, but to ... all  the Europeans who successively established themselves in the New World. All these European colonies contained the elements, if not the development, of a complete democracy. Two causes led to this result. It may be said generally, that on leaving the mother country the emigrants had, in general, no notion of superiority one over another. The happy and the powerful do not go into exile, and there are no surer guaranties of equality among men than poverty and misfortune. It happened, however, on several occasions, that persons of rank were driven to America by political and religious quarrels. Laws were made to establish a gradation of ranks; but it was soon found that the soil of America was opposed to a territorial aristocracy. To bring that refractory land into cultivation, the constant and interested exertions of the owner himself were necessary; and when the ground was prepared, its produce was found to be insufficient to enrich a proprietor and a farmer at the same time. The land was then naturally broken up into small portions, which the proprietor cultivated for himself. Land is the basis of an aristocracy, which clings to the soil that supports it; for it is not by privileges alone, nor by birth, but by landed property handed down from generation to generation, that an aristocracy is constituted. A nation may present immense fortunes and extreme wretchedness; but unless those fortunes are territorial, there is no true aristocracy, but simply the class of the rich and that of the poor.

All the British colonies had then a great degree of family likeness at the epoch of their settlement. All of them, from their beginning, seemed destined to witness the growth, not of the aristocratic liberty of their mother country, but of that freedom of the middle and lower orders of which the history of the world had as yet furnished no complete example. In this general uniformity, however, several striking differences were discernible, which it is necessary to point out. Two branches may be distinguished in the great Anglo-American family, which have hitherto grown up without entirely commingling; the one in the South, the other in the North.

Virginia received the first English colony; the emigrants took possession of it in 1607. The idea that mines of gold and silver are the sources of national wealth was at that time singularly prevalent in Europe; a fatal delusion, which has done more to impoverish the European nations who adopted it, and has cost more lives in America, than the united influence of war and bad laws. The men sent to Virginia were seekers of gold, adventurers without resources and without character, whose turbulent and restless spirit endangered the infant colony, and rendered its progress uncertain. Artisans and agriculturists arrived afterwards; and, although they were a more moral and orderly race of men, they were hardly in any respect above the level of the inferior classes in England. No lofty views, no spiritual conception, presided over the foundation of these new settlements. The colony was scarcely established when slavery was introduced; this was the capital fact which was to exercise an immense influence on the character, the laws, and the whole future of the South. Slavery ... dishonors labor; it introduces idleness into society, and with idleness, ignorance and pride, luxury and distress. It enervates the powers of the mind, and benumbs the activity of man. The influence of slavery, united to the English character, explains the manners and the social condition of the Southern States.

In the North, the same English character... received totally different colors. Here ... the two or three main ideas which now constitute the basis of the social theory of the United States were first combined.... They now extend their influence... over the whole American world. The civilization of New England has been like a beacon lit upon a hill, which, after it has diffused its warmth immediately around it, also tinges the distant horizon with its glow....

The settlers who established themselves on the shores of New England all belonged to the more independent classes of their native country. Their union on the soil of America at once presented the singular phenomenon of a society containing neither lords nor common people, and we may almost say, neither rich nor poor. These men possessed, in proportion to their number, a greater mass of intelligence than is to be found in any European nation of our own time. All, perhaps without a single exception, had received a good education, and many of them were known in Europe for their talents and their acquirements. The other colonies had been founded by adventurers without families; the emigrants of New England brought with them the best elements of order and morality; they landed on the desert coast accompanied by their wives and children. But what especially distinguished them from all others was the aim of their undertaking. They had not been obliged by necessity to leave their country; the social position they abandoned was one to be regretted, and their means of subsistence were certain.... In facing the inevitable sufferings of exile, their object was the triumph of an idea.

The emigrants or, as they deservedly styled themselves, the Pilgrims, belonged to that English sect the austerity of whose principles had acquired for them the name of Puritans. Puritanism was not merely a religious doctrine, but it corresponded in many points with the most absolute democratic and republican theories. It was this tendency which had aroused its most dangerous adversaries. Persecuted by the government of the mother country, and disgusted by the habits of a society which the rigor of their own principles condemned, the Puritans went forth to seek some rude and unfrequented part of the world, where they could live according to their own opinions, and worship God in freedom.... Puritanism ... was scarcely less a political than a religious doctrine. No sooner had the emigrants landed on the barren coast... than it was their first care to constitute a society, by subscribing the [Mayflower Compact]:

“IN THE NAME OF GOD. AMEN. We, whose names are underwritten, the loyal subjects of our dread Sovereign Lord King James, &s. &c., Having undertaken for the glory of God, and advancement of the Christian Faith, and the honour of our King and country, a voyage to plant the first colony in the northern parts of Virginia; Do by these presents solemnly and mutually, in the presence of God and one another, covenant and combine ourselves together into a civil body politick, for our better ordering and preservation, and furtherance of the ends aforesaid: and by virtue hereof do enact, constitute, and frame such just and equal laws, ordinances, acts, constitutions, and offices, from time to time, as shall be thought most meet and convenient for the general good of the Colony: unto which we promise all due submission and obedience ...”

This happened in 1620, and from that time forwards the emigration went on. The religious and political passions which ravaged the British empire during the whole reign of Charles I. drove fresh crowds of sectarians every year to the shores of America. In England, the stronghold of Puritanism continued to be in the middle classes; and it was from the middle classes that most of the emigrants came. The population of New England increased rapidly; and whilst the hierarchy of rank despotically classed the inhabitants of the mother country, the colony approximated more and more the novel spectacle of a community homogeneous in all its parts. A democracy, more perfect than antiquity had dared to dream of, started in full size and panoply from the midst of an ancient feudal society.

The English government was not dissatisfied with a large emigration which removed the elements of fresh discord and further revolutions. On the contrary,, it did everything to encourage it, and seemed to have no anxiety about the destiny of those who sought a shelter on the soil of America from the rigor of their laws. It appeared as if New England was a region given up to the dreams of fancy, and the unrestrained experiments of innovators. The English colonies (and this is one of  the main causes of their prosperity) have always enjoyed more internal freedom and more political independence than the colonies of other nations; and this principle of liberty was nowhere more extensively applied than in the States of New England....

The means used by the English government to people these new domains were of several kinds: the king sometimes appointed a governor of his own choice, who ruled a portion of the New World in the name and under the immediate orders of the crown; this is the colonial system adopted by the other countries of Europe. Sometimes, grants of certain tracts were made by the crown to an individual or to a company, in which case all the civil and political power fell into the hands of one or more persons, who, under the inspection and control of the crown, sold the lands and governed the inhabitants. Lastly, a third system consisted in allowing a certain number of emigrants to form themselves into a political society under the protection of the mother country, and to govern themselves in whatever was not contrary to her laws. This mode of colonization, so favorable to liberty, was adopted only in New England.

In 1628, a charter of this kind was granted by Charles I. to the emigrants who went to form the colony of Massachusetts. But, in general, charters were not given to the colonies of New England till their existence had become an established fact. Plymouth, Providence, New Haven, Connecticut, and Rhode Island were founded without the help, and almost without the knowledge, of the mother country. The new settlers did not derive their powers from the head of the empire, although they did not deny its supremacy; they constituted themselves into a society, and it was not till thirty or forty years afterwards, under Charles II., that their existence was legally recognized by a royal charter.

This frequently renders it difficult, in studying the earliest historical and legislative records of New England, to detect the link which connected the emigrants with the land of their forefathers. They continually exercised the rights of sovereignty; they named their magistrates, concluded peace or declared war, made police regulations, and enacted laws, as if their allegiance was due only to God. Nothing can be more curious, and at the same time more instructive, than the legislation of that period; it is there that the solution of the great social problem which the United States now present to the world is to be found....

The chief care of the legislators ... was the maintenance of orderly conduct and good morals in the community: thus they  constantly invaded the domain of conscience, and there was scarcely a sin which was not subject to magisterial censure. The reader is aware of the rigor with which these laws punished rape and adultery; intercourse between unmarried persons was likewise severely repressed. The judge was empowered to inflict either a pecuniary penalty, a whipping, or marriage, on the misdemeanants; and if the records of the old courts of New Haven may be believed, prosecutions of this kind were not unfrequent. We find a sentence, bearing date the 1st of May, 1660, inflicting a fine and reprimand on a young woman who was accused of using improper language, and of allowing herself to be kissed. The Code of 1650 abounds in preventive measures. It punishes idleness and drunkenness with severity. Innkeepers were forbidden to furnish more than a certain quantity of liquor to each consumer; and simple lying, whenever it may be injurious, is checked by a fine or a flogging. In other places, the legislator, entirely forgetting the great principles of religious toleration which he had himself demanded in Europe, makes attendance on divine service compulsory, and goes so far as to visit with severe punishment, and even with death, Christians who chose to worship God according to a ritual differing from his own. Sometimes, indeed, the zeal for regulation induces him to descend to the most frivolous particulars: thus a law is to be found in the same code which prohibits the use of tobacco. It must not be forgotten that these fantastical and vexatious laws were not imposed by authority, but that they were freely voted by all the persons interested in them, and that the manners of the community were even more austere and puritanical than the laws....

These errors are no doubt discreditable to human reason; they attest the inferiority of our nature, which is incapable of laying firm hold upon what is true and just, and is often reduced to the alternative of two excesses. In strict connection with this penal legislation, which bears such striking marks of a narrow, sectarian spirit, and of those religious passions which had been warmed by persecution and were still fermenting among the people, a body of political laws is to be found, which, though written two hundred years ago, is still in advance of the liberties of our age.

The general principles which are the groundwork of modern constitutions—principles which, in the seventeenth century, were imperfectly known in Europe, and not completely triumphant even in Great Britain—were all recognized and established by the laws of New England: the intervention of the people in public affairs, the free voting of taxes, the responsibility of the agents of power, personal liberty, and trial by jury, were all positively established without discussion....

In the laws of ... New England we find the germ and gradual development of the township independence, which is the life and mainspring of American liberty at the present day. The political existence of the majority of the nations of Europe commenced in the superior ranks of society, and was gradually and imperfectly communicated to the different members of the social body. In America, on the contrary, it may be said that the township was organized before the county, the county before the State, the State before the Union.

In New England, townships were completely and definitely constituted as early as 1650. The independence of the township was the nucleus round which the local interests, passions, rights, and duties collected and clung. It gave scope to the activity of a real political life, thoroughly democratic and republican. The colonies still recognized the supremacy of the mother country; monarchy was still the law of the State; but the republic was already established in every township. The towns named their own magistrates of every kind, rated themselves, and levied their own taxes. In the New England town, the law of representation was not adopted; but the affairs of the community were discussed, as at Athens, in the market-place, by a general assembly of the citizens.

In studying the laws which were promulgated at this early era of the American republics, it is impossible not to be struck by the remarkable acquaintance with the science of government, and the advanced theory of legislation, which they display. The ideas there formed of the duties of society towards its members are evidently much loftier and more comprehensive than those of European legislators at that time: obligations were there imposed upon it which it elsewhere slighted. In the States of New England, from the first, the condition of the poor was provided for; strict measures were appointed to attend to them; records were established in every town, in which the results of public deliberations, and the births, deaths, and marriages of the citizens, were entered; clerks were directed to keep these records; officers were charged with the administration of vacant inheritances, and with the arbitration of litigated landmarks; and many others were created, whose chief functions were the maintenance of public order in the community. The law enters into a thousand various details to anticipate and satisfy a crowd of social wants which are even now very inadequately felt in France.

But it is by the mandates relating to Public Education that the original character of American civilization is at once placed  in the clearest light. “It being,” says the law, “one chief project of that old deluder, Satan, to keep men from the knowledge of the Scripture by persuading them from the use of tongues, to the end that learning may not be buried in the graves of our forefathers, in church and commonwealth, the Lord assisting our endeavors.” Here follow clauses establishing schools in every township, and obliging the inhabitants, under pain of heavy fines, to support them. Schools of a superior kind were founded in the same manner in the more populous districts. The municipal authorities were bound to enforce the sending of children to school by their parents; they were empowered to inflict fines upon all who refused compliance; and in cases of continued resistance, society assumed the place of the parent, took possession of the child, and deprived the father of those natural rights which he used to so bad a purpose. The reader will undoubtedly have remarked the preamble of these enactments: in America, religion is the road to knowledge, and the observance of the divine laws leads man to civil freedom.

If, after having cast a rapid glance over the state of American society in 1650, we turn to the condition of Europe, and more especially to that of the Continent, at the same period, we cannot fail to be struck with astonishment. On the continent of Europe, at the beginning of the seventeenth century, absolute monarchy had everywhere triumphed over the ruins of the oligarchical and feudal liberties of the Middle Ages. Never perhaps were the ideas of right more completely overlooked, than in the midst of the splendor and literature of Europe; never was there less political activity among the people; never were the principles of true freedom less widely circulated; and at that very time, those principles, which were scorned or unknown by the nations of Europe, were proclaimed in the deserts of the New World, and were accepted as the future creed of a great people. The boldest theories of the human mind were reduced to practice by a community so humble, that not a statesman condescended to attend to it; and a system of legislation without a precedent was produced offhand by the natural originality of men’s imaginations....

I have said enough to put the character of Anglo-American civilization in its true light. It is the result (and this should be constantly present to the mind) of two distinct elements, which in other places have been in frequent hostility, but which in America have been admirably incorporated and combined with one another. I allude to the spirit of Religion and the spirit of Liberty.

The settlers of New England were at the same time ardent  sectarians and daring innovators. Narrow as the limits of some of their religious opinions were, they were free from all political prejudices. Hence arose two tendencies, distinct but not opposite, which are everywhere discernible in the manners as well as the laws of the country.

One would think that men who had sacrificed their friends, their family, and their native land to a religious conviction would be wholly absorbed in the pursuit of the treasure which they had just purchased at so high a price. And yet we find them seeking with nearly equal zeal for material wealth and moral good,—for well-being and freedom on earth, and salvation in heaven. They moulded and altered at pleasure all political principles, and all human laws and institutions; they broke down the barriers of the society in which they were born; they disregarded the old principles which had governed the world for ages; a career without bounds, a field without a horizon, was opened before them: they precipitate themselves into it, and traverse it in every direction. But, having reached the limits of the political world, they stop of their own accord, and lay aside with awe the use of their most formidable faculties; they no longer doubt or innovate; they abstain from raising even the veil of the sanctuary, and bow with submissive respect before truths which they admit without discussion.

Thus, in the moral world, everything is classified, systematized, foreseen, and decided beforehand; in the political world, everything is agitated, disputed, and uncertain. In the one is a passive though a voluntary obedience; in the other, an independence scornful of experience, and jealous of all authority. These two tendencies, apparently so discrepant, are far from conflicting; they advance together, and mutually support each other. Religion perceives that civil liberty affords a noble exercise to the faculties of man, and that the political world is a field prepared by the Creator for the efforts of mind. Free and powerful in its own sphere, satisfied with the place reserved for it, religion never more surely establishes its empire than when it reigns in the hearts of men unsupported by aught beside its native strength.

Liberty regards religion as its companion in all its battles and its triumphs,—as the cradle of its infancy, and the divine source of its claims. It considers religion as the safeguard of morality, and morality as the best security of law, and the surest pledge of the duration of freedom....
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