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Eminent Lives—brief biographies by distinguished authors on canonical figures—joins a long tradition in this lively form, from Plutarch’s Lives to Vasari’s Lives of the Painters, Dr. Johnson’s Lives of the Poets to Lytton Strachey’s Eminent Victorians. Pairing great subjects with writers known for their strong sensibilities and sharp, lively points of view, the Eminent Lives are ideal introductions designed to appeal to the general reader, the student, and the scholar. “To preserve a becoming brevity which excludes everything that is redundant and nothing that is significant,” wrote Strachey: “That, surely, is the first duty of the biographer.”







    

Introduction




WHAT WOULD Count Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–1859), were he alive today, have made of le phénomène de Tocqueville? Le phénomène is of course not merely Tocqueville’s continuing but his increasing fame. Today if one reads about America, about democracy, about liberty, about bureaucracy, about equality, about almost any aspect of politics, or for that matter about large stretches of human nature as it emerges in a political context, one sooner or later encounters Tocqueville. To anyone writing about these subjects he all too often seems to have made one’s point long ago and usually much better than one could have done on one’s own. One might think to paraphrase him, even plagiarize him, but in the end it makes much more sense merely to quote him and move along.

And people have been quoting Tocqueville, relentlessly, for nearly two centuries. Nowadays he pops up in earnest letters to the New York Times: “It behooves us, however, to remember that Tocqueville warns…” He is brought in to defend or argue against all sorts of arrangements in which he himself is likely to have had less than passionate interest; in college sports, for example, “Tocqueville and College Football” was the title of an article in the December 29, 2003, issue of the Weekly Standard. Sociologists, political scientists, and American presidents are fond of quoting him on behalf of their own arguments and positions: “Tocqueville might also have agreed with my claim,” the sociologist Herbert Gans recently wrote, “that in a corporate-dominated America, the journalists’ approach to informing citizens can do little to keep our democracy representative.” Benedict XVI, early in his papacy, has already cited Tocqueville. For all one knows, God himself may have quoted Tocqueville.

Tocqueville is one of that select circle of writers more often quoted than read. There is even a false Tocqueville quotation going the rounds—“America is great because America is good, and if America ceases to be good, she will cease to be great”—that has been used by Senator John Kerry, former president Bill Clinton, and who knows how many Republican politicians.

Suggesting the beginnings of a backlash, in the June 5, 2005, issue of the New York Times Book Review, a reviewer writes: “A good rule of thumb for assessing sociopolitical books is: The more often the name ‘Tocqueville’ appears, the more numbing and uninsightful the work will be.” Let us hope this is not true, for if it is, the book in your hands is clearly a dead item.

When the first part of Tocqueville’s Democracy in America was published in 1835, it was an immediate success, first in France and then in English translation. Because it viewed America so favorably, it was often used in the United States as a school text. The second part, published in 1840—which was much more critical, expanded the subject greatly to include the complications brought on by the spread of equality, and had much wider application than to America alone—did not do so well, either critically or commercially. After his death, Tocqueville’s book seemed to share the fate of most books: to fall gradually into oblivion, though it managed to remain in print. But in 1938, a Tocqueville revival began, owing partly to the discovery of a large collection of Tocqueville’s manuscripts and papers, including diaries, travel notes, and letters written home to France from America. Suddenly, too, the second part of Democracy in America, with its subtle critique of the spirit of equality, its animadversions on bureaucracy, and its concern with the element of mediocrity inherent in democracy, began to seem much more pertinent in its application to modern societies. Taken up and elucidated by such thinkers as Raymond Aron in France, Tocqueville’s writings attracted more interest, and his reputation was revived—a revival that shows no sign of flagging.

Tocqueville’s fame is owed to his powers of analysis and trenchancy of formulation. A woman remarked on meeting Henry James for the first time that she had never seen a man “so assailed by the perceptions.” Tocqueville, in like manner, was assailed by the desire—though the word “need” is perhaps more accurate—to analyze all social arrangements and political institutions that passed before him. He did so with a very high degree of accurate perception. But it is not enough to perceive accurately. The full art of observation entails not only seeing but composing what one has seen with concision and force in a form that is both striking and memorable. “In politics,” Tocqueville wrote, “shared hatreds are almost always the basis of friendships.” He also wrote: “History is a gallery of pictures in which there are few originals and many copies.” And—can this be improved on as an explanation of why so many intellectuals have been so foolish in their political views?—“How a great mind, joined to a weak soul, sometimes serves to increase the weakness of the latter! The brilliant faculties of the one give reason and color to the cowardice of the other.” As they say in gymnastics, he nails it, time and time and yet time again.

Tocqueville is of course also famous for a number of statements that turned out to be prophetic, though it has been claimed that he is given too much credit in his role as prophet. Some of his prophecies are disputed; others amaze by their long-range accuracy. In the latter category is his by now well-known remark, at the end of the first part of Democracy in America, about the United States and Russia being the two nations likely to struggle for hegemony in the century ahead.


There are, at the present time, two great nations in the world which seem to tend towards the same end, although they started from different points: I allude to the Russians and the Americans…. All other nations seem to have nearly reached their natural limits, and only to be charged with the maintenance of their power; but these are still in the act of growth; all others are stopped, or continue to advance with extreme difficulty; these are proceeding with ease and with celerity along a path to which the human eye can assign no term…. Their starting point is different, and their courses are not the same; yet each of them seems to be marked out by the will of Heaven to sway the destinies of half the globe.



Nailed it again.

Tocqueville’s reputation has remained so great owing in part to the interesting fact that, after all these years, no one has quite been able to nail him—nor even to nail him down—into a clear category of thinker. Was he a political scientist, a sociologist, a philosophical historian, an intellectual interested chiefly in the play of ideas, or a politician (a failed one, finally, as we shall see) with literary gifts? Was he a genius of disinterested objectivity, or a soured aristocrat barely able to disguise his disappointment with the direction of worldly events in the elegance of his prose? He has been considered each and all of these things by the various writers who have studied and written about him since his early success, at the age of thirty, with the publication of the first volume of Democracy in America.

Nor is there anything resembling a consensus about Tocqueville’s own politics. Political factions claim Tocqueville—as they claim George Orwell, a lesser figure—for their camps: he thus becomes a liberal for liberals, a conservative for conservatives, a libertarian for libertarians, and so on. “An interesting list could be compiled,” John Lukacs writes, “with the names of those who have asserted that Tocqueville was a conservative, a liberal, a historian, a sociologist, an aristocrat, a bourgeois, a Christian, an agnostic, for in quite a number of instances the commentators contradict themselves, and at times Tocqueville is assigned to contradictory categories in the same book, essay, or review.”

Most of the time, though, Tocqueville turns out to be something rather close to the writer describing him, or at least what that writer takes himself to be. This is analogous to the time when men used to write books about Jesus Christ and discover, lo, if one were an advertising man that Jesus was the first great advertising man (Bruce Barton wrote such a book), or if one were a journalist that Jesus was the first great journalist (Lord Beaverbrook wrote such a book). John Lukacs, for example, calls Tocqueville “a great Christian thinker with a noble heart.” For me he has a mind of exquisite subtlety, drenched in a Jewish-like dubiety and anxiety, with a lovely literary sensibility.

A vast amount has been written about Alexis de Tocqueville, including three full-dress biographies published in English. (The most recent, by Hugh Brogan, is due to be published in 2006.) Almost every facet of his life and thought has been taken up at length by scholars in the social sciences. What does this leave the author of this book, who is neither a scholar nor a social scientist? I wasn’t sure myself until I came across a sentence that Tocqueville wrote about a book he planned but did not live long enough to write on Napoleon. The sentence reads: “Everything which shows his thoughts, his passions, finally his true self, should attract my attention.” My own ambition in respect to Tocqueville, nowhere so great, is to attempt to understand what drove him to become the extraordinary writer that he was. What in his past caused him to come at his subjects as he did? What I hope to be able to do in this book is to get at the quality of the extraordinary mind that wrote Democracy in America and other works. In doing so I hope to understand better why Alexis de Tocqueville is one of the most engaging figures in intellectual history, and what makes him so attractive a thinker in our own time.









    

Chapter One




ALEXIS-CHARLES-HENRI Clérel de Tocqueville was born in Paris on July 29, 1805, but his entering the world at all was a near thing. Not that there were complications at his birth, but twelve years earlier, the Reign of Terror, as the systematically violent aftermath of the French Revolution is known, came perilously close to doing away with his parents.

Hervé de Tocqueville, Alexis’s father, had married one of the granddaughters of Chrétien-Guillaume de Lamoignon de Malesherbes. A lawyer, Malesherbes had unsuccessfully defended King Louis XVI against the charge of treason before the Convention, the tribunal formed by the revolutionary French government for trying enemies of the new state. Before the revolution, he was known primarily as a man of letters who, under the reign of Louis XV, had given official permission for the publication of the great French Encyclopédie. He was also a correspondent and protector of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. But during the Terror, Malesherbes was sent to the guillotine as were his sister, his daughter, his son-in-law, and another granddaughter and her husband.

The twenty-one-year-old Hervé de Tocqueville and his wife Louise were rounded up along with other family members on the night of December 17, 1793, at the country estate of Malesherbes, and imprisoned in Paris. Hervé and Louise de Tocqueville watched as uncles, aunts, and cousins went off to “the Barber,” as the guillotine was called, and themselves escaped owing to the luck of docket scheduling and the timely (for them) fall from power of Robespierre, who was himself guillotined on July 28, 1794.

One effect of this frightening episode, as every biographer of Tocqueveille has noted, was to turn Hervé de Tocqueville’s hair white in his twenties. After the Terror was ended, he used to nap every day between three and four in the afternoon, thereby blocking out three-thirty P.M., the exact time that aristocrats were called before the revolutionary tribunal to receive their death sentences. His wife’s nerves were shattered by her prison experience, and, struggle though she did to recover her health, she never quite succeeded in regaining full emotional equilibrium. As André Jardin, Tocqueville’s excellent biographer, writes: “In the various accounts of [Louise de Tocqueville] that we possess, we see her as capricious, impatient, apparently also wasteful, a victim of recurring migraine headaches, and afflicted with a profound, constant melancholy that must have been quite common among the survivors of the Reign of Terror.” Yet even in this saddened condition, she attempted to keep up her end of family life and was said to be helpful to the poor. Alexis de Tocqueville inherited his mother’s often melancholy spirit, fits of anxiety, and fragile health.

The revolution darkened Alexis’s youth and that of his older brothers, Hippolyte and Édouard, and haunted all his mature years. Why the revolution had happened, what it wrought, and which precisely were its continuing effects on French life—these were to be among the main concerns behind all Tocqueville’s writing.

The Tocqueville lands and family history were long anchored in Normandy. Like so many aristocrats before the revolution, Hervé de Tocqueville favored strong reform of the laws while retaining a respectful loyalty to the Bourbon monarchy; he was among the party known as Legitimist, and he served the monarchy, at considerable personal expense, during the Bourbon restoration between 1814 and 1830. But in the eye of the furious storm that was the Terror, sympathy with reform was obliterated by the fact of aristocratic birth. When one examines the roll call of those who met their end by the blade, one discovers that the road beneath the tumbril in which aristocrats were driven to the guillotine was paved with generous liberal sentiments.

Alexis de Tocqueville, in his many reflections on the ancien régime (the time before the French Revolution), made special note of the aristocrats who gave up all the once traditional leadership responsibilities of their class, keeping and enjoying only the privileges and finally the empty pretensions of aristocratic standing. His own family was not of this kind. His father took a professional interest and an active part in local government. His cousin on his wife’s side was the writer and diplomat François-René de Chateaubriand, author of Mémoires d’outre-tombe and other works. Chateaubriand preceded Alexis in visiting America; under the Empire he served Napoleon (whom he would later brilliantly and relentlessly attack) as a diplomat representing French interests in Rome; later, he served Louis XVIII and Charles X under the restoration. Chateaubriand claimed that aristocracies went through three phases: that of duty, that of privilege, and that of vanity. Alexis de Tocqueville, like his father, never deserted the phase of duty, in his lifetime serving on government commissions, in the various legislative assemblies, and briefly as foreign minister under Louis-Napoléon.

As a youngest and somewhat sickly son, Alexis grew up in a cocoon of affection. (People said that, even in later life, there was always something of the spoiled child about him.) He loved his father without complication, even though they often differed in their political views and in their methods of writing history. Hervé de Tocqueville was the author of A Philosophical History of the Reign of Louis XV and of a Survey of the Reign of Louis XV as well as of a volume of memoirs. In the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale, there is a painting of the handsome Hervé de Tocqueville, hair brushed forward in the style of the day, wearing the medal of the Legion of Honor, standing before his desk, with his young son Alexis behind him, seated at the desk, presumably taking his father’s dictation. Count Hervé de Tocqueville died at eighty-four, preceding his son in death by only three years.


Talk about books and ideas was part of the Tocqueville family atmosphere. Precision in the use of language was also inculcated early, and, in Alexis’s case, never abandoned; always a careful critic of language and its uses, he would later be a great scourge of empty phrases and self-servingly deceptive political terms.

During the Bourbon restoration, Hervé de Tocqueville served as prefect, or chief administrative official, in, among other places, Dijon, Metz, Amiens, and Versailles. When he grew older, Alexis joined his father at some of these posts, learning a good deal at first hand about the practical details of everyday politics. An appreciation for the intricate details of government is one thing that sets Tocqueville above so many other historians of government then and now, historians whose want of practical knowledge often reduces them to mere theoreticians.

Alexis was precocious, the sort of boy who reads and comprehends books supposedly well beyond his age. At school he won many of the prizes that have always been at the heart of the French lycée system. More than precocious, more than simply a good student, he was thoughtful from an early age. Sainte-Beuve, the great French literary critic, remarked that Tocqueville was of the cast of mind that “thought before it learned.” In later life, his extraordinary powers of perception and stamina for concentrated meditation allowed him to contemplate what he had seen and read until he was able to tease out persuasive answers to the questions presented by his observations.

Some of Alexis’s early depth as a thinker derived from his instruction by the abbé Lesueur, his teacher, who had earlier been his father’s tutor. Despite his delicacy with his young charge, the abbé drove home the lesson of original sin, imbuing Alexis with a strong sense that right action required moral character. Moral character, as Alexis would later conclude when he contemplated the connections between political and civil society, was required if men were to have any hope of exercising freedom in an enlightened and honorable way. Abbé Lesueur himself combined strong opinions—ultramontanist in religion, unflaggingly royalist in politics—with gentle behavior. In good part it was from the abbé that Tocqueville acquired his less than optimistic view of human nature, and his core belief that such dignity as men possess is won only through unremitting effort.

When Abbé Lesueur died, Alexis wrote to his brother Édouard: “He always shared our worries, our affections, our concerns, yet nothing tied him to us but his own wish [to be so tied. He was a man] whose every thought, whose every affection, turned on us alone, who seemed to live for us alone.” Some thought the abbé had spoiled Alexis; Chateaubriand was of this opinion. The abbé saw great things in him even when the boy was very young, and of course he was not wrong.

Alexis’s thoughts about religion derived both from Abbé Lesueur and from his mother, who found in religion her only shelter in a fragile world over which the threat of terror always hovered. Throughout her son’s writings, religion is central to the operation of a well-functioning society: its role in providing men with a moral compass can never be gainsaid. In his personal religious views, Alexis went into and out of belief, at times teetering toward agnosticism on the subject of God, at other times yearning to regain a religious center for his own life.

Had Alexis de Tocqueville grown up in a financially more secure family, he might have been a less impressive historian. He was never reduced to having to work for a living, but neither was he ever wealthy on an impressive scale. After his emergence from prison, Hervé de Tocqueville found much of his family wealth greatly depleted by revolutionary skullduggery, in which houses were ransacked, goods stolen, and lands scourged and often expropriated. Alexis witnessed his father’s diligent struggle to put his family back on a sound financial basis, which he was able to achieve only after more than a quarter century of careful attention and tactful dealings among disputatious family members. In his son’s writing, financial details—taxes, job preferments, exactious luxuries—often play a serious part in crucial political decisions and the momentous events that result from them. Tocqueville knew, for example, that for most people personal profit was more a more persuasive goad to revolution than freedom promised by radical political change. He would later note that “France has always been a country of worried people where everyone has more desires and more vanity than money,” a remark that appears to have lost none of its accuracy in our own day.

A royalist spirit reigned chez Tocqueville. André Jardin recounts that Tocqueville recalled his family singing, many years after the death of Louis XVI, a song about the sad capture of the king, which had everyone in the room in tears. The Tocquevilles paid their fealty to the Bourbons and viewed the House of Orléans as not worthy of their support; Louise de Tocqueville referred to the Orléanist king Louis-Philippe, contemptuously, as “Philippe.” Of his parents, Alexis’s mother was the more orthodox in her thinking, the stricter Catholic, and the stronger royalist.

Alexis’s two older brothers appear not to have had any serious influence on him of the kind one sometimes finds older brothers exerting on the younger. His eldest brother, Hippolyte, eight years older than Alexis, was a French version of the southern good old boy: a military man, later a political adventurer changing his views almost as frequently as his linen, never in doubt and usually wrong. In temperament, in cast of mind, he was the reverse-if not the anti-Alexis. Alexis was closer to his brother Édouard, who was five years older and—not a difficult state to attain—more thoughtful than Hippolyte. In later years Édouard wrote on agronomy and was keen to square his Christian principles with his economic interests and beliefs (he married a very rich woman). The childless Alexis took a serious interest in Édouard’s sons, their education, and their careers. He felt an intimacy with Édouard, though there is no evidence that this closeness had any palpable effect on the development of his mind. But then genius—and I believe that Tocqueville qualifies as a genius—is more often influenced by unusual or accidental than by conventional means.

At some point Louise de Tocqueville settled in Paris, giving the family a permanent home while her husband traveled between his various prefectural posts. In 1820, now prefect in Metz, Hervé de Tocqueville, out of homesickness for his family, asked that Alexis, the most cerebral of his sons, be sent out to him. At the lycée in Metz, Alexis was instructed in rhetoric by a Monsieur Mougin, who stressed the importance of classical—Greek and Roman—learning, and directed his gifted pupil to the study of history. Alexis would of course become one of the greatest of French historians: a philosophical historian, less concerned with the story of history than with the meaning behind it, whose interests and intellectual emphases were informed by the great classical subjects of ambition, freedom, public virtue, tyranny, and equality. In later years, working up the research for his (never completed) book on the French Revolution, Tocqueville says of a writer on Russia named Hauxthausen that his is a “mind without breadth and without justice.” From an early age Alexis de Tocqueville’s own mind was in training to acquire both qualities.

Not all that much is known of Tocqueville’s life as a student at Metz. At eighteen, he was wounded in a duel—over what exactly is, again, unknown—with a fellow student. He also carried on a romance with a lively young woman named Rosalie Mayle, which lasted five years. Her family was socially beneath his, and a marriage would have been considered a grave misalliance.

During his time in Metz, at the age of sixteen, Tocqueville underwent an intellectual, even more a spiritual, crisis, which he recounted late in life to Anne-Sophie Swetchine, a Russian who kept a salon in Paris and who had become his confidant. Doubt had seeped into his soul through his readings in the prefect’s library, where he had encountered the writings of Voltaire, Buffon, and other philosophes. He was devastated by what he encountered in their books. Here is this well-brought-up boy, certain in his belief in the church and respectful toward the monarchy, everything in his world in perfect place, and suddenly he discovers that nothing of what he believes is anywhere near so solid as he thinks—that institutions are not divine or even hallowed by tradition but man-made and thus easily unmade by man; that religion is merely another human invention and a blockade to reason; that science holds all the significant secrets of the universe. “All of a sudden,” the fifty-one-year-old Tocqueville writes to Madame Swetchine, “I experience the sensation people talk about who have been through an earthquake, when the ground shakes under their feet, as do the walls around them, the ceilings over their heads, the furniture beneath their hands, all of nature before their eyes. I was seized by the blackest melancholy, then by an extreme disgust with life.”

Doubt had the young Alexis by the throat. And doubt was to haunt him, this seemingly most confident of thinkers, all his days—doubt often edging into despair. Tocqueville’s was a mind that preyed on itself, sometimes so drastically that he believed he had lost his reason. “There are certain moments,” he wrote to his dear friend Gustave de Beaumont, who accompanied him on his journey to America, “when I am so tormented and so little master of myself.” He ranked doubt only after death and disease as the third greatest terror in life.


Louis de Kergorlay, another of Tocqueville’s dearest friends and also a distant cousin, was someone to whom Alexis regularly brought his doubts. Kergorlay, for whose mind Tocqueville had the greatest regard, was unable to complete any writing of his own, but was an intellectual problem solver of impressive power, and Tocqueville more than once used him in this capacity. Friendship was important to Tocqueville, who wrote of “the beautiful passion of friendship” with Kergorlay in mind, adding that the older he grew “the more I believe that friendship, as I conceived it, can indeed exist and conserve its character, not undoubtedly among all men but among some.”

The crisis that Tocqueville underwent at sixteen had the effect of imbuing him early with an unusually measured reading of life’s possibilities. He writes to his friend Eugène Stoffels’s brother Charles, at a time when the latter was undergoing a bout of deep melancholy, that he knows what Charles is going through, having traveled the same dark road himself. Most people, Alexis goes on to say, hope or fear too much from life. Few people have been continuously happy or unhappy. “Life is therefore neither an excellent nor a very bad thing,” he writes, “but, allow me the expression, a mediocre thing partaking of both. One must neither expect too much from it, nor fear too much, but attempt to see it as it is, without disgust or enthusiasm, like an inevitable fact, which one has not produced, which one will not cause to stop, and which it is above all a matter of making endurable.” Tocqueville reports that he has not come to this view “without great internal conflicts”; nor is he able to hold to it always. But in the final analysis: “Life is neither a pleasure nor a sorrow; it is a serious affair with which we are charged, and toward which our duty is to acquit ourselves as well as possible.” This was written in 1831, when Tocqueville was twenty-six.

His crisis in Metz caused Tocqueville to lose his firm religious conviction, much to Abbé Lesueur’s disappointment. As he read the philosophes, his confidence in the superiority of the values of his own social class, the French aristocracy, was also shaken. The crisis, however hellish undergoing it at the time must have been for an adolescent boy, was of course ultimately a salutary one, for it turned the young Alexis into a man devoted to the lifelong study of how society works. He would no longer take any social structure or political action for granted: some arrangements might be God-given; God may have set out the larger directions of human destiny; but much remained in the hands of human beings to shape for better or worse. His life would be devoted to attempting to see that it would be shaped for better rather than worse. He was fascinated with the endless interplay of laws, mores, interests, and historical institutions and events that give every society its coloration and finally its character. The character of societies would become his great subject and understanding it in its rich complexity his lifework.
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