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De Tocqueville's Preface To The Second Part 

The Americans live in a democratic state of society, which has naturally suggested to them 
certain laws and a certain political character. This same state of society has, moreover, 
engendered amongst them a multitude of feelings and opinions which were unknown amongst 
the elder aristocratic communities of Europe: it has destroyed or modified all the relations which 
before existed, and established others of a novel kind. The—aspect of civil society has been no 
less affected by these changes than that of the political world. The former subject has been 
treated of in the work on the Democracy of America, which I published five years ago; to 
examine the latter is the object of the present book; but these two parts complete each other, and 
form one and the same work. 

I must at once warn the reader against an error which would be extremely prejudicial to me. 
When he finds that I attribute so many different consequences to the principle of equality, he 
may thence infer that I consider that principle to be the sole cause of all that takes place in the 
present age: but this would be to impute to me a very narrow view. A multitude of opinions, 
feelings, and propensities are now in existence, which owe their origin to circumstances 
unconnected with or even contrary to the principle of equality. Thus if I were to select the United 
States as an example, I could easily prove that the nature of the country, the origin of its 
inhabitants, the religion of its founders, their acquired knowledge, and their former habits, have 
exercised, and still exercise, independently of democracy, a vast influence upon the thoughts and 
feelings of that people. Different causes, but no less distinct from the circumstance of the 
equality of conditions, might be traced in Europe, and would explain a great portion of the 
occurrences taking place amongst us. 

I acknowledge the existence of all these different causes, and their power, but my subject does 
not lead me to treat of them. I have not undertaken to unfold the reason of all our inclinations and 
all our notions: my only object is to show in what respects the principle of equality has modified 
both the former and the latter. 

Some readers may perhaps be astonished that—firmly persuaded as I am that the democratic 
revolution which we are witnessing is an irresistible fact against which it would be neither 
desirable nor wise to struggle—I should often have had occasion in this book to address 



language of such severity to those democratic communities which this revolution has brought 
into being. My answer is simply, that it is because I am not an adversary of democracy, that I 
have sought to speak of democracy in all sincerity. 

Men will not accept truth at the hands of their enemies, and truth is seldom offered to them by 
their friends: for this reason I have spoken it. I was persuaded that many would take upon 
themselves to announce the new blessings which the principle of equality promises to mankind, 
but that few would dare to point out from afar the dangers with which it threatens them. To those 
perils therefore I have turned my chief attention, and believing that I had discovered them 
clearly, I have not had the cowardice to leave them untold. 

I trust that my readers will find in this Second Part that impartiality which seems to have been 
remarked in the former work. Placed as I am in the midst of the conflicting opinions between 
which we are divided, I have endeavored to suppress within me for a time the favorable 
sympathies or the adverse emotions with which each of them inspires me. If those who read this 
book can find a single sentence intended to flatter any of the great parties which have agitated 
my country, or any of those petty factions which now harass and weaken it, let such readers raise 
their voices to accuse me. 

The subject I have sought to embrace is immense, for it includes the greater part of the 
feelings and opinions to which the new state of society has given birth. Such a subject is 
doubtless above my strength, and in treating it I have not succeeded in satisfying myself. But, if I 
have not been able to reach the goal which I had in view, my readers will at least do me the 
justice to acknowledge that I have conceived and followed up my undertaking in a spirit not 
unworthy of success. 

A. De T. 
March, 1840 

 
 
 
Section I: Influence of Democracy on the Action of Intellect in The United 
States. 
 
 
Chapter I: Philosophical Method Among the Americans 

I think that in no country in the civilized world is less attention paid to philosophy than in the 
United States. The Americans have no philosophical school of their own; and they care but little 
for all the schools into which Europe is divided, the very names of which are scarcely known to 
them. Nevertheless it is easy to perceive that almost all the inhabitants of the United States 
conduct their understanding in the same manner, and govern it by the same rules; that is to say, 
that without ever having taken the trouble to define the rules of a philosophical method, they are 
in possession of one, common to the whole people. To evade the bondage of system and habit, of 
family maxims, class opinions, and, in some degree, of national prejudices; to accept tradition 
only as a means of information, and existing facts only as a lesson used in doing otherwise, and 
doing better; to seek the reason of things for one's self, and in one's self alone; to tend to results 
without being bound to means, and to aim at the substance through the form;—such are the 
principal characteristics of what I shall call the philosophical method of the Americans. But if I 
go further, and if I seek amongst these characteristics that which predominates over and includes 
almost all the rest, I discover that in most of the operations of the mind, each American appeals 



to the individual exercise of his own understanding alone. America is therefore one of the 
countries in the world where philosophy is least studied, and where the precepts of Descartes are 
best applied. Nor is this surprising. The Americans do not read the works of Descartes, because 
their social condition deters them from speculative studies; but they follow his maxims because 
this very social condition naturally disposes their understanding to adopt them. In the midst of 
the continual movement which agitates a democratic community, the tie which unites one 
generation to another is relaxed or broken; every man readily loses the trace of the ideas of his 
forefathers or takes no care about them. Nor can men living in this state of society derive their 
belief from the opinions of the class to which they belong, for, so to speak, there are no longer 
any classes, or those which still exist are composed of such mobile elements, that their body can 
never exercise a real control over its members. As to the influence which the intelligence of one 
man has on that of another, it must necessarily be very limited in a country where the citizens, 
placed on the footing of a general similitude, are all closely seen by each other; and where, as no 
signs of incontestable greatness or superiority are perceived in any one of them, they are 
constantly brought back to their own reason as the most obvious and proximate source of truth. It 
is not only confidence in this or that man which is then destroyed, but the taste for trusting the 
ipse dixit of any man whatsoever. Everyone shuts himself up in his own breast, and affects from 
that point to judge the world. 

The practice which obtains amongst the Americans of fixing the standard of their judgment in 
themselves alone, leads them to other habits of mind. As they perceive that they succeed in 
resolving without assistance all the little difficulties which their practical life presents, they 
readily conclude that everything in the world may be explained, and that nothing in it transcends 
the limits of the understanding. Thus they fall to denying what they cannot comprehend; which 
leaves them but little faith for whatever is extraordinary, and an almost insurmountable distaste 
for whatever is supernatural. As it is on their own testimony that they are accustomed to rely, 
they like to discern the object which engages their attention with extreme clearness; they 
therefore strip off as much as possible all that covers it, they rid themselves of whatever 
separates them from it, they remove whatever conceals it from sight, in order to view it more 
closely and in the broad light of day. This disposition of the mind soon leads them to contemn 
forms, which they regard as useless and inconvenient veils placed between them and the truth. 

The Americans then have not required to extract their philosophical method from books; they 
have found it in themselves. The same thing may be remarked in what has taken place in Europe. 
This same method has only been established and made popular in Europe in proportion as the 
condition of society has become more equal, and men have grown more like each other. Let us 
consider for a moment the connection of the periods in which this change may be traced. In the 
sixteenth century the Reformers subjected some of the dogmas of the ancient faith to the scrutiny 
of private judgment; but they still withheld from it the judgment of all the rest. In the seventeenth 
century, Bacon in the natural sciences, and Descartes in the study of philosophy in the strict 
sense of the term, abolished recognized formulas, destroyed the empire of tradition, and 
overthrew the authority of the schools. The philosophers of the eighteenth century, generalizing 
at length the same principle, undertook to submit to the private judgment of each man all the 
objects of his belief. 

Who does not perceive that Luther, Descartes, and Voltaire employed the same method, and 
that they differed only in the greater or less use which they professed should be made of it? Why 
did the Reformers confine themselves so closely within the circle of religious ideas? Why did 
Descartes, choosing only to apply his method to certain matters, though he had made it fit to be 



applied to all, declare that men might judge for themselves in matters philosophical but not in 
matters political? How happened it that in the eighteenth century those general applications were 
all at once drawn from this same method, which Descartes and his predecessors had either not 
perceived or had rejected? To what, lastly, is the fact to be attributed, that at this period the 
method we are speaking of suddenly emerged from the schools, to penetrate into society and 
become the common standard of intelligence; and that, after it had become popular among the 
French, it has been ostensibly adopted or secretly followed by all the nations of Europe? 

The philosophical method here designated may have been engendered in the sixteenth 
century—it may have been more accurately defined and more extensively applied in the 
seventeenth; but neither in the one nor in the other could it be commonly adopted. Political laws, 
the condition of society, and the habits of mind which are derived from these causes, were as yet 
opposed to it. It was discovered at a time when men were beginning to equalize and assimilate 
their conditions. It could only be generally followed in ages when those conditions had at length 
become nearly equal, and men nearly alike. 

The philosophical method of the eighteenth century is then not only French, but it is 
democratic; and this explains why it was so readily admitted throughout Europe, where it has 
contributed so powerfully to change the face of society. It is not because the French have 
changed their former opinions, and altered their former manners, that they have convulsed the 
world; but because they were the first to generalize and bring to light a philosophical method, by 
the assistance of which it became easy to attack all that was old, and to open a path to all that 
was new. 

If it be asked why, at the present day, this same method is more rigorously followed and more 
frequently applied by the French than by the Americans, although the principle of equality be no 
less complete, and of more ancient date, amongst the latter people, the fact may be attributed to 
two circumstances, which it is essential to have clearly understood in the first instance. It must 
never be forgotten that religion gave birth to Anglo-American society. In the United States 
religion is therefore commingled with all the habits of the nation and all the feelings of 
patriotism; whence it derives a peculiar force. To this powerful reason another of no less 
intensity may be added: in American religion has, as it were, laid down its own limits. Religious 
institutions have remained wholly distinct from political institutions, so that former laws have 
been easily changed whilst former belief has remained unshaken. Christianity has therefore 
retained a strong hold on the public mind in America; and, I would more particularly remark, that 
its sway is not only that of a philosophical doctrine which has been adopted upon inquiry, but of 
a religion which is believed without discussion. In the United States Christian sects are infinitely 
diversified and perpetually modified; but Christianity itself is a fact so irresistibly established, 
that no one undertakes either to attack or to defend it. The Americans, having admitted the 
principal doctrines of the Christian religion without inquiry, are obliged to accept in like manner 
a great number of moral truths originating in it and connected with it. Hence the activity of 
individual analysis is restrained within narrow limits, and many of the most important of human 
opinions are removed from the range of its influence. 

The second circumstance to which I have alluded is the following: the social condition and the 
constitution of the Americans are democratic, but they have not had a democratic revolution. 
They arrived upon the soil they occupy in nearly the condition in which we see them at the 
present day; and this is of very considerable importance. 

There are no revolutions which do not shake existing belief, enervate authority, and throw 
doubts over commonly received ideas. The effect of all revolutions is therefore, more or less, to 



surrender men to their own guidance, and to open to the mind of every man a void and almost 
unlimited range of speculation. When equality of conditions succeeds a protracted conflict 
between the different classes of which the elder society was composed, envy, hatred, and 
uncharitableness, pride, and exaggerated self-confidence are apt to seize upon the human heart, 
and plant their sway there for a time. This, independently of equality itself, tends powerfully to 
divide men—to lead them to mistrust the judgment of others, and to seek the light of truth 
nowhere but in their own understandings. Everyone then attempts to be his own sufficient guide, 
and makes it his boast to form his own opinions on all subjects. Men are no longer bound 
together by ideas, but by interests; and it would seem as if human opinions were reduced to a sort 
of intellectual dust, scattered on every side, unable to collect, unable to cohere. 

Thus, that independence of mind which equality supposes to exist, is never so great, nor ever 
appears so excessive, as at the time when equality is beginning to establish itself, and in the 
course of that painful labor by which it is established. That sort of intellectual freedom which 
equality may give ought, therefore, to be very carefully distinguished from the anarchy which 
revolution brings. Each of these two things must be severally considered, in order not to 
conceive exaggerated hopes or fears of the future. 

I believe that the men who will live under the new forms of society will make frequent use of 
their private judgment; but I am far from thinking that they will often abuse it. This is 
attributable to a cause of more general application to all democratic countries, and which, in the 
long run, must needs restrain in them the independence of individual speculation within fixed, 
and sometimes narrow, limits. I shall proceed to point out this cause in the next chapter. 
 
 
Chapter II: Of The Principal Source Of Belief Among Democratic Nations 

At different periods dogmatical belief is more or less abundant. It arises in different ways, and 
it may change its object or its form; but under no circumstances will dogmatical belief cease to 
exist, or, in other words, men will never cease to entertain some implicit opinions without trying 
them by actual discussion. If everyone undertook to form his own opinions and to seek for truth 
by isolated paths struck out by himself alone, it is not to be supposed that any considerable 
number of men would ever unite in any common belief. But obviously without such common 
belief no society can prosper—say rather no society can subsist; for without ideas held in 
common, there is no common action, and without common action, there may still be men, but 
there is no social body. In order that society should exist, and, a fortiori, that a society should 
prosper, it is required that all the minds of the citizens should be rallied and held together by 
certain predominant ideas; and this cannot be the case, unless each of them sometimes draws his 
opinions from the common source, and consents to accept certain matters of belief at the hands 
of the community. 

If I now consider man in his isolated capacity, I find that dogmatical belief is not less 
indispensable to him in order to live alone, than it is to enable him to co-operate with his fellow-
creatures. If man were forced to demonstrate to himself all the truths of which he makes daily 
use, his task would never end. He would exhaust his strength in preparatory exercises, without 
advancing beyond them. As, from the shortness of his life, he has not the time, nor, from the 
limits of his intelligence, the capacity, to accomplish this, he is reduced to take upon trust a 
number of facts and opinions which he has not had either the time or the power to verify himself, 
but which men of greater ability have sought out, or which the world adopts. On this groundwork 
he raises for himself the structure of his own thoughts; nor is he led to proceed in this manner by 



choice so much as he is constrained by the inflexible law of his condition. There is no 
philosopher of such great parts in the world, but that he believes a million of things on the faith 
of other people, and supposes a great many more truths than he demonstrates. This is not only 
necessary but desirable. A man who should undertake to inquire into everything for himself, 
could devote to each thing but little time and attention. His task would keep his mind in perpetual 
unrest, which would prevent him from penetrating to the depth of any truth, or of grappling his 
mind indissolubly to any conviction. His intellect would be at once independent and powerless. 
He must therefore make his choice from amongst the various objects of human belief, and he 
must adopt many opinions without discussion, in order to search the better into that smaller 
number which he sets apart for investigation. It is true that whoever receives an opinion on the 
word of another, does so far enslave his mind; but it is a salutary servitude which allows him to 
make a good use of freedom. 

A principle of authority must then always occur, under all circumstances, in some part or other 
of the moral and intellectual world. Its place is variable, but a place it necessarily has. The 
independence of individual minds may be greater, or it may be less: unbounded it cannot be. 
Thus the question is, not to know whether any intellectual authority exists in the ages of 
democracy, but simply where it resides and by what standard it is to be measured. 

I have shown in the preceding chapter how the equality of conditions leads men to entertain a 
sort of instinctive incredulity of the supernatural, and a very lofty and often exaggerated opinion 
of the human understanding. The men who live at a period of social equality are not therefore 
easily led to place that intellectual authority to which they bow either beyond or above humanity. 
They commonly seek for the sources of truth in themselves, or in those who are like themselves. 
This would be enough to prove that at such periods no new religion could be established, and 
that all schemes for such a purpose would be not only impious but absurd and irrational. It may 
be foreseen that a democratic people will not easily give credence to divine missions; that they 
will turn modern prophets to a ready jest; and they that will seek to discover the chief arbiter of 
their belief within, and not beyond, the limits of their kind. 

When the ranks of society are unequal, and men unlike each other in condition, there are some 
individuals invested with all the power of superior intelligence, learning, and enlightenment, 
whilst the multitude is sunk in ignorance and prejudice. Men living at these aristocratic periods 
are therefore naturally induced to shape their opinions by the superior standard of a person or a 
class of persons, whilst they are averse to recognize the infallibility of the mass of the people. 

The contrary takes place in ages of equality. The nearer the citizens are drawn to the common 
level of an equal and similar condition, the less prone does each man become to place implicit 
faith in a certain man or a certain class of men. But his readiness to believe the multitude 
increases, and opinion is more than ever mistress of the world. Not only is common opinion the 
only guide which private judgment retains amongst a democratic people, but amongst such a 
people it possesses a power infinitely beyond what it has elsewhere. At periods of equality men 
have no faith in one another, by reason of their common resemblance; but this very resemblance 
gives them almost unbounded confidence in the judgment of the public; for it would not seem 
probable, as they are all endowed with equal means of judging, but that the greater truth should 
go with the greater number. 

When the inhabitant of a democratic country compares himself individually with all those 
about him, he feels with pride that he is the equal of any one of them; but when he comes to 
survey the totality of his fellows, and to place himself in contrast to so huge a body, he is 
instantly overwhelmed by the sense of his own insignificance and weakness. The same equality 



which renders him independent of each of his fellow-citizens taken severally, exposes him alone 
and unprotected to the influence of the greater number. The public has therefore among a 
democratic people a singular power, of which aristocratic nations could never so much as 
conceive an idea; for it does not persuade to certain opinions, but it enforces them, and infuses 
them into the faculties by a sort of enormous pressure of the minds of all upon the reason of 
each. 

In the United States the majority undertakes to supply a multitude of ready-made opinions for 
the use of individuals, who are thus relieved from the necessity of forming opinions of their own. 
Everybody there adopts great numbers of theories, on philosophy, morals, and politics, without 
inquiry, upon public trust; and if we look to it very narrowly, it will be perceived that religion 
herself holds her sway there, much less as a doctrine of revelation than as a commonly received 
opinion. The fact that the political laws of the Americans are such that the majority rules the 
community with sovereign sway, materially increases the power which that majority naturally 
exercises over the mind. For nothing is more customary in man than to recognize superior 
wisdom in the person of his oppressor. This political omnipotence of the majority in the United 
States doubtless augments the influence which public opinion would obtain without it over the 
mind of each member of the community; but the foundations of that influence do not rest upon it. 
They must be sought for in the principle of equality itself, not in the more or less popular 
institutions which men living under that condition may give themselves. The intellectual 
dominion of the greater number would probably be less absolute amongst a democratic people 
governed by a king than in the sphere of a pure democracy, but it will always be extremely 
absolute; and by whatever political laws men are governed in the ages of equality, it may be 
foreseen that faith in public opinion will become a species of religion there, and the majority its 
ministering prophet. 

Thus intellectual authority will be different, but it will not be diminished; and far from 
thinking that it will disappear, I augur that it may readily acquire too much preponderance, and 
confine the action of private judgment within narrower limits than are suited either to the 
greatness or the happiness of the human race. In the principle of equality I very clearly discern 
two tendencies; the one leading the mind of every man to untried thoughts, the other inclined to 
prohibit him from thinking at all. And I perceive how, under the dominion of certain laws, 
democracy would extinguish that liberty of the mind to which a democratic social condition is 
favorable; so that, after having broken all the bondage once imposed on it by ranks or by men, 
the human mind would be closely fettered to the general will of the greatest number. 

If the absolute power of the majority were to be substituted by democratic nations, for all the 
different powers which checked or retarded overmuch the energy of individual minds, the evil 
would only have changed its symptoms. Men would not have found the means of independent 
life; they would simply have invented (no easy task) a new dress for servitude. There is—and I 
cannot repeat it too often—there is in this matter for profound reflection for those who look on 
freedom as a holy thing, and who hate not only the despot, but despotism. For myself, when I 
feel the hand of power lie heavy on my brow, I care but little to know who oppresses me; and I 
am not the more disposed to pass beneath the yoke, because it is held out to me by the arms of a 
million of men. 
 
 
Chapter III: Why The Americans Display More Readiness And More Taste For General 
Ideas Than Their Forefathers, The English. 



The Deity does not regard the human race collectively. He surveys at one glance and severally 
all the beings of whom mankind is composed, and he discerns in each man the resemblances 
which assimilate him to all his fellows, and the differences which distinguish him from them. 
God, therefore, stands in no need of general ideas; that is to say, he is never sensible of the 
necessity of collecting a considerable number of analogous objects under the same form for 
greater convenience in thinking. Such is, however, not the case with man. If the human mind 
were to attempt to examine and pass a judgment on all the individual cases before it, the 
immensity of detail would soon lead it astray and bewilder its discernment: in this strait, man has 
recourse to an imperfect but necessary expedient, which at once assists and demonstrates his 
weakness. Having superficially considered a certain number of objects, and remarked their 
resemblance, he assigns to them a common name, sets them apart, and proceeds onwards. 

General ideas are no proof of the strength, but rather of the insufficiency of the human 
intellect; for there are in nature no beings exactly alike, no things precisely identical, nor any 
rules indiscriminately and alike applicable to several objects at once. The chief merit of general 
ideas is, that they enable the human mind to pass a rapid judgment on a great many objects at 
once; but, on the other hand, the notions they convey are never otherwise than incomplete, and 
they always cause the mind to lose as much in accuracy as it gains in comprehensiveness. As 
social bodies advance in civilization, they acquire the knowledge of new facts, and they daily lay 
hold almost unconsciously of some particular truths. The more truths of this kind a man 
apprehends, the more general ideas is he naturally led to conceive. A multitude of particular facts 
cannot be seen separately, without at last discovering the common tie which connects them. 
Several individuals lead to the perception of the species; several species to that of the genus. 
Hence the habit and the taste for general ideas will always be greatest amongst a people of 
ancient cultivation and extensive knowledge. 

But there are other reasons which impel men to generalize their ideas, or which restrain them 
from it. 

The Americans are much more addicted to the use of general ideas than the English, and 
entertain a much greater relish for them: this appears very singular at first sight, when it is 
remembered that the two nations have the same origin, that they lived for centuries under the 
same laws, and that they still incessantly interchange their opinions and their manners. This 
contrast becomes much more striking still, if we fix our eyes on our own part of the world, and 
compare together the two most enlightened nations which inhabit it. It would seem as if the mind 
of the English could only tear itself reluctantly and painfully away from the observation of 
particular facts, to rise from them to their causes; and that it only generalizes in spite of itself. 
Amongst the French, on the contrary, the taste for general ideas would seem to have grown to so 
ardent a passion, that it must be satisfied on every occasion. I am informed, every morning when 
I wake, that some general and eternal law has just been discovered, which I never heard 
mentioned before. There is not a mediocre scribbler who does not try his hand at discovering 
truths applicable to a great kingdom, and who is very ill pleased with himself if he does not 
succeed in compressing the human race into the compass of an article. So great a dissimilarity 
between two very enlightened nations surprises me. If I again turn my attention to England, and 
observe the events which have occurred there in the last half-century, I think I may affirm that a 
taste for general ideas increases in that country in proportion as its ancient constitution is 
weakened. 

The state of civilization is therefore insufficient by itself to explain what suggests to the 
human mind the love of general ideas, or diverts it from them. When the conditions of men are 



very unequal, and inequality itself is the permanent state of society, individual men gradually 
become so dissimilar that each class assumes the aspect of a distinct race: only one of these 
classes is ever in view at the same instant; and losing sight of that general tie which binds them 
all within the vast bosom of mankind, the observation invariably rests not on man, but on certain 
men. Those who live in this aristocratic state of society never, therefore, conceive very general 
ideas respecting themselves, and that is enough to imbue them with an habitual distrust of such 
ideas, and an instinctive aversion of them. He, on the contrary, who inhabits a democratic 
country, sees around him, one very hand, men differing but little from each other; he cannot turn 
his mind to any one portion of mankind, without expanding and dilating his thought till it 
embrace the whole. All the truths which are applicable to himself, appear to him equally and 
similarly applicable to each of his fellow-citizens and fellow-men. Having contracted the habit of 
generalizing his ideas in the study which engages him most, and interests him more than others, 
he transfers the same habit to all his pursuits; and thus it is that the craving to discover general 
laws in everything, to include a great number of objects under the same formula, and to explain a 
mass of facts by a single cause, becomes an ardent, and sometimes an undiscerning, passion in 
the human mind. 

Nothing shows the truth of this proposition more clearly than the opinions of the ancients 
respecting their slaves. The most profound and capacious minds of Rome and Greece were never 
able to reach the idea, at once so general and so simple, of the common likeness of men, and of 
the common birthright of each to freedom: they strove to prove that slavery was in the order of 
nature, and that it would always exist. Nay, more, everything shows that those of the ancients 
who had passed from the servile to the free condition, many of whom have left us excellent 
writings, did themselves regard servitude in no other light. 

All the great writers of antiquity belonged to the aristocracy of masters, or at least they saw 
that aristocracy established and uncontested before their eyes. Their mind, after it had expanded 
itself in several directions, was barred from further progress in this one; and the advent of Jesus 
Christ upon earth was required to teach that all the members of the human race are by nature 
equal and alike. 

In the ages of equality all men are independent of each other, isolated and weak. The 
movements of the multitude are not permanently guided by the will of any individuals; at such 
times humanity seems always to advance of itself. In order, therefore, to explain what is passing 
in the world, man is driven to seek for some great causes, which, acting in the same manner on 
all our fellow-creatures, thus impel them all involuntarily to pursue the same track. This again 
naturally leads the human mind to conceive general ideas, and superinduces a taste for them. 

I have already shown in what way the equality of conditions leads every man to investigate 
truths for himself. It may readily be perceived that a method of this kind must insensibly beget a 
tendency to general ideas in the human mind. When I repudiate the traditions of rank, profession, 
and birth; when I escape from the authority of example, to seek out, by the single effort of my 
reason, the path to be followed, I am inclined to derive the motives of my opinions from human 
nature itself; which leads me necessarily, and almost unconsciously, to adopt a great number of 
very general notions. 

All that I have here said explains the reasons for which the English display much less 
readiness and taste or the generalization of ideas than their American progeny, and still less again 
than their French neighbors; and likewise the reason for which the English of the present day 
display more of these qualities than their forefathers did. The English have long been a very 
enlightened and a very aristocratic nation; their enlightened condition urged them constantly to 



generalize, and their aristocratic habits confined them to particularize. Hence arose that 
philosophy, at once bold and timid, broad and narrow, which has hitherto prevailed in England, 
and which still obstructs and stagnates in so many minds in that country. 

Independently of the causes I have pointed out in what goes before, others may be discerned 
less apparent, but no less efficacious, which engender amongst almost every democratic people a 
taste, and frequently a passion, for general ideas. An accurate distinction must be taken between 
ideas of this kind. Some are the result of slow, minute, and conscientious labor of the mind, and 
these extend the sphere of human knowledge; others spring up at once from the first rapid 
exercise of the wits, and beget none but very superficial and very uncertain notions. Men who 
live in ages of equality have a great deal of curiosity and very little leisure; their life is so 
practical, so confused, so excited, so active, that but little time remains to them for thought. Such 
men are prone to general ideas because they spare them the trouble of studying particulars; they 
contain, if I may so speak, a great deal in a little compass, and give, in a little time, a great return. 
If then, upon a brief and inattentive investigation, a common relation is thought to be detected 
between certain obtects, inquiry is not pushed any further; and without examining in detail how 
far these different objects differ or agree, they are hastily arranged under one formulary, in order 
to pass to another subject. 

One of the distinguishing characteristics of a democratic period is the taste all men have at 
such ties for easy success and present enjoyment. This occurs in the pursuits of the intellect as 
well as in all others. Most of those who live at a time of equality are full of an ambition at once 
aspiring and relaxed: they would fain succeed brilliantly and at once, but they would be 
dispensed from great efforts to obtain success. These conflicting tendencies lead straight to the 
research of general ideas, by aid of which they flatter themselves that they can figure very 
importantly at a small expense, and draw the attention of the public with very little trouble. And I 
know not whether they be wrong in thinking thus. For their readers are as much averse to 
investigating anything to the bottom as they can be themselves; and what is generally sought in 
the productions of the mind is easy pleasure and information without labor. 

If aristocratic nations do not make sufficient use of general ideas, and frequently treat them 
with inconsiderate disdain, it is true, on the other hand, that a democratic people is ever ready to 
carry ideas of this kind to excess, and to espouse the with injudicious warmth. 
 
 
Chapter IV: Why The Americans Have Never Been So Eager As The French For General 
Ideas In Political Matters 

I observed in the last chapter, that the Americans show a less decided taste for general ideas 
than the French; this is more especially true in political matters. Although the Americans infuse 
into their legislation infinitely more general ideas than the English, and although they pay much 
more attention than the latter people to the adjustment of the practice of affairs to theory, no 
political bodies in the United States have ever shown so warm an attachment to general ideas as 
the Constituent Assembly and the Convention in France. At no time has the American people 
laid hold on ideas of this kind with the passionate energy of the French people in the eighteenth 
century, or displayed the same blind confidence in the value and absolute truth of any theory. 
This difference between the Americans and the French originates in several causes, but 
principally in the following one. The Americans form a democratic people, which has always 
itself directed public affairs. The French are a democratic people, who, for a long time, could 
only speculate on the best manner of conducting them. The social condition of France led that 



people to conceive very general ideas on the subject of government, whilst its political 
constitution prevented it from correcting those ideas by experiment, and from gradually detecting 
their insufficiency; whereas in America the two things constantly balance and correct each other. 

It may seem, at first sight, that this is very much opposed to what I have said before, that 
democratic nations derive their love of theory from the excitement of their active life. A more 
attentive examination will show that there is nothing contradictory in the proposition. Men living 
in democratic countries eagerly lay hold of general ideas because they have but little leisure, and 
because these ideas spare them the trouble of studying particulars. This is true; but it is only to be 
understood to apply to those matters which are not the necessary and habitual subjects of their 
thoughts. Mercantile men will take up very eagerly, and without any very close scrutiny, all the 
general ideas on philosophy, politics, science, or the arts, which may be presented to them; but 
for such as relate to commerce, they will not receive them without inquiry, or adopt them without 
reserve. The same thing applies to statesmen with regard to general ideas in politics. If, then, 
there be a subject upon which a democratic people is peculiarly liable to abandon itself, blindly 
and extravagantly, to general ideas, the best corrective that can be used will be to make that 
subject a part of the daily practical occupation of that people. The people will then be compelled 
to enter upon its details, and the details will teach them the weak points of the theory. This 
remedy may frequently be a painful one, but its effect is certain. 

Thus it happens, that the democratic institutions which compel every citizen to take a practical 
part in the government, moderate that excessive taste for general theories in politics which the 
principle of equality suggests. 
 
 
Chapter V: Of The Manner In Which Religion In The United States Avails Itself Of 
Democratic Tendencies 

I have laid it down in a preceding chapter that men cannot do without dogmatical belief; and 
even that it is very much to be desired that such belief should exist amongst them. I now add, 
that of all the kinds of dogmatical belief the most desirable appears to me to be dogmatical belief 
in matters of religion; and this is a very clear inference, even from no higher consideration than 
the interests of this world. There is hardly any human action, however particular a character be 
assigned to it, which does not originate in some very general idea men have conceived of the 
Deity, of his relation to mankind, of the nature of their own souls, and of their duties to their 
fellow-creatures. Nor can anything prevent these ideas from being the common spring from 
which everything else emanates. Men are therefore immeasurably interested in acquiring fixed 
ideas of God, of the soul, and of their common duties to their Creator and to their fellow-men; 
for doubt on these first principles would abandon all their actions to the impulse of chance, and 
would condemn them to live, to a certain extent, powerless and undisciplined. 

This is then the subject on which it is most important for each of us to entertain fixed ideas; 
and unhappily it is also the subject on which it is most difficult for each of us, left to himself, to 
settle his opinions by the sole force of his reason. None but minds singularly free from the 
ordinary anxieties of life—minds at once penetrating, subtle, and trained by thinking—can even 
with the assistance of much time and care, sound the depth of these most necessary truths. And, 
indeed, we see that these philosophers are themselves almost always enshrouded in uncertainties; 
that at every step the natural light which illuminates their path grows dimmer and less secure; 
and that, in spite of all their efforts, they have as yet only discovered a small number of 
conflicting notions, on which the mind of man has been tossed about for thousands of years, 



without either laying a firmer grasp on truth, or finding novelty even in its errors. Studies of this 
nature are far above the average capacity of men; and even if the majority of mankind were 
capable of such pursuits, it is evident that leisure to cultivate them would still be wanting. Fixed 
ideas of God and human nature are indispensable to the daily practice of men's lives; but the 
practice of their lives prevents them from acquiring such ideas. 

The difficulty appears to me to be without a parallel. Amongst the sciences there are some 
which are useful to the mass of mankind, and which are within its reach; others can only be 
approached by the few, and are not cultivated by the many, who require nothing beyond their 
more remote applications: but the daily practice of the science I speak of is indispensable to all, 
although the study of it is inaccessible to the far greater number. 

General ideas respecting God and human nature are therefore the ideas above all others which 
it is most suitable to withdraw from the habitual action of private judgment, and in which there is 
most to gain and least to lose by recognizing a principle of authority. The first object and one of 
the principal advantages of religions, is to furnish to each of these fundamental questions a 
solution which is at once clear, precise, intelligible to the mass of mankind, and lasting. There 
are religions which are very false and very absurd; but it may be affirmed, that any religion 
which remains within the circle I have just traced, without aspiring to go beyond it (as many 
religions have attempted to do, for the purpose of enclosing on every side the free progress of the 
human mind), imposes a salutary restraint on the intellect; and it must be admitted that, if it do 
not save men in another world, such religion is at least very conducive to their happiness and 
their greatness in this. This is more especially true of men living in free countries. When the 
religion of a people is destroyed, doubt gets hold of the highest portions of the intellect, and half 
paralyzes all the rest of its powers. Every man accustoms himself to entertain none but confused 
and changing notions on the subjects most interesting to his fellow-creatures and himself. His 
opinions are ill-defended and easily abandoned: and, despairing of ever resolving by himself the 
hardest problems of the destiny of man, he ignobly submits to think no more about them. Such a 
condition cannot but enervate the soul, relax the springs of the will, and prepare a people for 
servitude. Nor does it only happen, in such a case, that they allow their freedom to be wrested 
from them; they frequently themselves surrender it. When there is no longer any principle of 
authority in religion any more than in politics, men are speedily frightened at the aspect of this 
unbounded independence. The constant agitation of all surrounding things alarms and exhausts 
them. As everything is at sea in the sphere of the intellect, they determine at least that the 
mechanism of society should be firm and fixed; and as they cannot resume their ancient belief, 
they assume a master. 

For my own part, I doubt whether man can ever support at the same time complete religious 
independence and entire public freedom. And I am inclined to think, that if faith be wanting in 
him, he must serve; and if he be free, he must believe. 

Perhaps, however, this great utility of religions is still more obvious amongst nations where 
equality of conditions prevails than amongst others. It must be acknowledged that equality, 
which brings great benefits into the world, nevertheless suggests to men (as will be shown 
hereafter) some very dangerous propensities. It tends to isolate them from each other, to 
concentrate every man's attention upon himself; and it lays open the soul to an inordinate love of 
material gratification. The greatest advantage of religion is to inspire diametrically contrary 
principles. There is no religion which does not place the object of man's desires above and 
beyond the treasures of earth, and which does not naturally raise his soul to regions far above 
those of the senses. Nor is there any which does not impose on man some sort of duties to his 



kind, and thus draws him at times from the contemplation of himself. This occurs in religions the 
most false and dangerous. Religious nations are therefore naturally strong on the very point on 
which democratic nations are weak; which shows of what importance it is for men to preserve 
their religion as their conditions become more equal. 

I have neither the right nor the intention of examining the supernatural means which God 
employs to infuse religious belief into the heart of man. I am at this moment considering 
religions in a purely human point of view: my object is to inquire by what means they may most 
easily retain their sway in the democratic ages upon which we are entering. It has been shown 
that, at times of general cultivation and equality, the human mind does not consent to adopt 
dogmatical opinions without reluctance, and feels their necessity acutely in spiritual matters 
only. This proves, in the first place, that at such times religions ought, more cautiously than at 
any other, to confine themselves within their own precincts; for in seeking to extend their power 
beyond religious matters, they incur a risk of not being believed at all. The circle within which 
they seek to bound the human intellect ought therefore to be carefully traced, and beyond its 
verge the mind should be left in entire freedom to its own guidance. Mahommed professed to 
derive from Heaven, and he has inserted in the Koran, not only a body of religious doctrines, but 
political maxims, civil and criminal laws, and theories of science. The gospel, on the contrary, 
only speaks of the general relations of men to God and to each other—beyond which it inculcates 
and imposes no point of faith. This alone, besides a thousand other reasons, would suffice to 
prove that the former of these religions will never long predominate in a cultivated and 
democratic age, whilst the latter is destined to retain its sway at these as at all other periods. 

But in continuation of this branch of the subject, I find that in order for religions to maintain 
their authority, humanly speaking, in democratic ages, they must not only confine themselves 
strictly within the circle of spiritual matters: their power also depends very much on the nature of 
the belief they inculcate, on the external forms they assume, and on the obligations they impose. 
The preceding observation, that equality leads men to very general and very extensive notions, is 
principally to be understood as applied to the question of religion. Men living in a similar and 
equal condition in the world readily conceive the idea of the one God, governing every man by 
the same laws, and granting to every man future happiness on the same conditions. The idea of 
the unity of mankind constantly leads them back to the idea of the unity of the Creator; whilst, on 
the contrary, in a state of society where men are broken up into very unequal ranks, they are apt 
to devise as many deities as there are nations, castes, classes, or families, and to trace a thousand 
private roads to heaven. 

It cannot be denied that Christianity itself has felt, to a certain extent, the influence which 
social and political conditions exercise on religious opinions. At the epoch at which the Christian 
religion appeared upon earth, Providence, by whom the world was doubtless prepared for its 
coming, had gathered a large portion of the human race, like an immense flock, under the sceptre 
of the Caesars. The men of whom this multitude was composed were distinguished by numerous 
differences; but they had thus much in common, that they all obeyed the same laws, and that 
every subject was so weak and insignificant in relation to the imperial potentate, that all appeared 
equal when their condition was contrasted with his. This novel and peculiar state of mankind 
necessarily predisposed men to listen to the general truths which Christianity teaches, and may 
serve to explain the facility and rapidity with which they then penetrated into the human mind. 
The counterpart of this state of things was exhibited after the destruction of the empire. The 
Roman world being then as it were shattered into a thousand fragments, each nation resumed its 
pristine individuality. An infinite scale of ranks very soon grew up in the bosom of these nations; 



the different races were more sharply defined, and each nation was divided by castes into several 
peoples. In the midst of this common effort, which seemed to be urging human society to the 
greatest conceivable amount of voluntary subdivision, Christianity did not lose sight of the 
leading general ideas which it had brought into the world. But it appeared, nevertheless, to lend 
itself, as much as was possible, to those new tendencies to which the fractional distribution of 
mankind had given birth. Men continued to worship an only God, the Creator and Preserver of 
all things; but every people, every city, and, so to speak, every man, thought to obtain some 
distinct privilege, and win the favor of an especial patron at the foot of the Throne of Grace. 
Unable to subdivide the Deity, they multiplied and improperly enhanced the importance of the 
divine agents. The homage due to saints and angels became an almost idolatrous worship 
amongst the majority of the Christian world; and apprehensions might be entertained for a 
moment lest the religion of Christ should retrograde towards the superstitions which it had 
subdued. It seems evident, that the more the barriers are removed which separate nation from 
nation amongst mankind, and citizen from citizen amongst a people, the stronger is the bent of 
the human mind, as if by its own impulse, towards the idea of an only and all-powerful Being, 
dispensing equal laws in the same manner to every man. In democratic ages, then, it is more 
particularly important not to allow the homage paid to secondary agents to be confounded with 
the worship due to the Creator alone. 

Another truth is no less clear—that religions ought to assume fewer external observances in 
democratic periods than at any others. In speaking of philosophical method among the 
Americans, I have shown that nothing is more repugnant to the human mind in an age of equality 
than the idea of subjection to forms. Men living at such times are impatient of figures; to their 
eyes symbols appear to be the puerile artifice which is used to conceal or to set off truths, which 
should more naturally be bared to the light of open day: they are unmoved by ceremonial 
observances, and they are predisposed to attach a secondary importance to the details of public 
worship. Those whose care it is to regulate the external forms of religion in a democratic age 
should pay a close attention to these natural propensities of the human mind, in order not 
unnecessarily to run counter to them. I firmly believe in the necessity of forms, which fix the 
human mind in the contemplation of abstract truths, and stimulate its ardor in the pursuit of them, 
whilst they invigorate its powers of retaining them steadfastly. Nor do I suppose that it is 
possible to maintain a religion without external observances; but, on the other hand, I am 
persuaded that, in the ages upon which we are entering, it would be peculiarly dangerous to 
multiply them beyond measure; and that they ought rather to be limited to as much as is 
absolutely necessary to perpetuate the doctrine itself, which is the substance of religions of 
which the ritual is only the form. *a A religion which should become more minute, more 
peremptory, and more surcharged with small observances at a time in which men are becoming 
more equal, would soon find itself reduced to a band of fanatical zealots in the midst of an infidel 
people. 

a  
[ In all religions there are some ceremonies which are inherent in the substance of the faith itself, 
and in these nothing should, on any account, be changed. This is especially the case with Roman 
Catholicism, in which the doctrine and the form are frequently so closely united as to form one 
point of belief.] 

I anticipate the objection, that as all religions have general and eternal truths for their object, 
they cannot thus shape themselves to the shifting spirit of every age without forfeiting their claim 
to certainty in the eyes of mankind. To this I reply again, that the principal opinions which 



constitute belief, and which theologians call articles of faith, must be very carefully distinguished 
from the accessories connected with them. Religions are obliged to hold fast to the former, 
whatever be the peculiar spirit of the age; but they should take good care not to bind themselves 
in the same manner to the latter at a time when everything is in transition, and when the mind, 
accustomed to the moving pageant of human affairs, reluctantly endures the attempt to fix it to 
any given point. The fixity of external and secondary things can only afford a chance of duration 
when civil society is itself fixed; under any other circumstances I hold it to be perilous. 

We shall have occasion to see that, of all the passions which originate in, or are fostered by, 
equality, there is one which it renders peculiarly intense, and which it infuses at the same time 
into the heart of every man: I mean the love of well-being. The taste for well-being is the 
prominent and indelible feature of democratic ages. It may be believed that a religion which 
should undertake to destroy so deep seated a passion, would meet its own destruction thence in 
the end; and if it attempted to wean men entirely from the contemplation of the good things of 
this world, in order to devote their faculties exclusively to the thought of another, it may be 
foreseen that the soul would at length escape from its grasp, to plunge into the exclusive 
enjoyment of present and material pleasures. The chief concern of religions is to purify, to 
regulate, and to restrain the excessive and exclusive taste for well-being which men feel at 
periods of equality; but they would err in attempting to control it completely or to eradicate it. 
They will not succeed in curing men of the love of riches: but they may still persuade men to 
enrich themselves by none but honest means. 

This brings me to a final consideration, which comprises, as it were, all the others. The more 
the conditions of men are equalized and assimilated to each other, the more important is it for 
religions, whilst they carefully abstain from the daily turmoil of secular affairs, not needlessly to 
run counter to the ideas which generally prevail, and the permanent interests which exist in the 
mass of the people. For as public opinion grows to be more and more evidently the first and most 
irresistible of existing powers, the religious principle has no external support strong enough to 
enable it long to resist its attacks. This is not less true of a democratic people, ruled by a despot, 
than in a republic. In ages of equality, kings may often command obedience, but the majority 
always commands belief: to the majority, therefore, deference is to be paid in whatsoever is not 
contrary to the faith. 

I showed in my former volumes how the American clergy stand aloof from secular affairs. 
This is the most obvious, but it is not the only, example of their self-restraint. In America 
religion is a distinct sphere, in which the priest is sovereign, but out of which he takes care never 
to go. Within its limits he is the master of the mind; beyond them, he leaves men to themselves, 
and surrenders them to the independence and instability which belong to their nature and their 
age. I have seen no country in which Christianity is clothed with fewer forms, figures, and 
observances than in the United States; or where it presents more distinct, more simple, or more 
general notions to the mind. Although the Christians of America are divided into a multitude of 
sects, they all look upon their religion in the same light. This applies to Roman Catholicism as 
well as to the other forms of belief. There are no Romish priests who show less taste for the 
minute individual observances for extraordinary or peculiar means of salvation, or who cling 
more to the spirit, and less to the letter of the law, than the Roman Catholic priests of the United 
States. Nowhere is that doctrine of the Church, which prohibits the worship reserved to God 
alone from being offered to the saints, more clearly inculcated or more generally followed. Yet 
the Roman Catholics of America are very submissive and very sincere. 



Another remark is applicable to the clergy of every communion. The American ministers of 
the gospel do not attempt to draw or to fix all the thoughts of man upon the life to come; they are 
willing to surrender a portion of his heart to the cares of the present; seeming to consider the 
goods of this world as important, although as secondary, objects. If they take no part themselves 
in productive labor, they are at least interested in its progression, and ready to applaud its results; 
and whilst they never cease to point to the other world as the great object of the hopes and fears 
of the believer, they do not forbid him honestly to court prosperity in this. Far from attempting to 
show that these things are distinct and contrary to one another, they study rather to find out on 
what point they are most nearly and closely connected. 

All the American clergy know and respect the intellectual supremacy exercised by the 
majority; they never sustain any but necessary conflicts with it. They take no share in the 
altercations of parties, but they readily adopt the general opinions of their country and their age; 
and they allow themselves to be borne away without opposition in the current of feeling and 
opinion by which everything around them is carried along. They endeavor to amend their 
contemporaries, but they do not quit fellowship with them. Public opinion is therefore never 
hostile to them; it rather supports and protects them; and their belief owes its authority at the 
same time to the strength which is its own, and to that which they borrow from the opinions of 
the majority. Thus it is that, by respecting all democratic tendencies not absolutely contrary to 
herself, and by making use of several of them for her own purposes, religion sustains an 
advantageous struggle with that spirit of individual independence which is her most dangerous 
antagonist. 
 
 
Chapter VI: Of The Progress Of Roman Catholicism In The United States 

America is the most democratic country in the world, and it is at the same time (according to 
reports worthy of belief) the country in which the Roman Catholic religion makes most progress. 
At first sight this is surprising. Two things must here be accurately distinguished: equality 
inclines men to wish to form their own opinions; but, on the other hand, it imbues them with the 
taste and the idea of unity, simplicity, and impartiality in the power which governs society. Men 
living in democratic ages are therefore very prone to shake off all religious authority; but if they 
consent to subject themselves to any authority of this kind, they choose at least that it should be 
single and uniform. Religious powers not radiating from a common centre are naturally 
repugnant to their minds; and they almost as readily conceive that there should be no religion, as 
that there should be several. At the present time, more than in any preceding one, Roman 
Catholics are seen to lapse into infidelity, and Protestants to be converted to Roman Catholicism. 
If the Roman Catholic faith be considered within the pale of the church, it would seem to be 
losing ground; without that pale, to be gaining it. Nor is this circumstance difficult of 
explanation. The men of our days are naturally disposed to believe; but, as soon as they have any 
religion, they immediately find in themselves a latent propensity which urges them 
unconsciously towards Catholicism. Many of the doctrines and the practices of the Romish 
Church astonish them; but they feel a secret admiration for its discipline, and its great unity 
attracts them. If Catholicism could at length withdraw itself from the political animosities to 
which it has given rise, I have hardly any doubt but that the same spirit of the age, which appears 
to be so opposed to it, would become so favorable as to admit of its great and sudden 
advancement. One of the most ordinary weaknesses of the human intellect is to seek to reconcile 
contrary principles, and to purchase peace at the expense of logic. Thus there have ever been, 



and will ever be, men who, after having submitted some portion of their religious belief to the 
principle of authority, will seek to exempt several other parts of their faith from its influence, and 
to keep their minds floating at random between liberty and obedience. But I am inclined to 
believe that the number of these thinkers will be less in democratic than in other ages; and that 
our posterity will tend more and more to a single division into two parts—some relinquishing 
Christianity entirely, and others returning to the bosom of the Church of Rome. 
 
 
Chapter VII: Of The Cause Of A Leaning To Pantheism Amongst Democratic Nations 

I shall take occasion hereafter to show under what form the preponderating taste of a 
democratic people for very general ideas manifests itself in politics; but I would point out, at the 
present stage of my work, its principal effect on philosophy. It cannot be denied that pantheism 
has made great progress in our age. The writings of a part of Europe bear visible marks of it: the 
Germans introduce it into philosophy, and the French into literature. Most of the works of 
imagination published in France contain some opinions or some tinge caught from pantheistical 
doctrines, or they disclose some tendency to such doctrines in their authors. This appears to me 
not only to proceed from an accidental, but from a permanent cause. 

When the conditions of society are becoming more equal, and each individual man becomes 
more like all the rest, more weak and more insignificant, a habit grows up of ceasing to notice 
the citizens to consider only the people, and of overlooking individuals to think only of their 
kind. At such times the human mind seeks to embrace a multitude of different objects at once; 
and it constantly strives to succeed in connecting a variety of consequences with a single cause. 
The idea of unity so possesses itself of man, and is sought for by him so universally, that if he 
thinks he has found it, he readily yields himself up to repose in that belief. Nor does he content 
himself with the discovery that nothing is in the world but a creation and a Creator; still 
embarrassed by this primary division of things, he seeks to expand and to simplify his conception 
by including God and the universe in one great whole. If there be a philosophical system which 
teaches that all things material and immaterial, visible and invisible, which the world contains, 
are only to be considered as the several parts of an immense Being, which alone remains 
unchanged amidst the continual change and ceaseless transformation of all that constitutes it, we 
may readily infer that such a system, although it destroy the individuality of man—nay, rather 
because it destroys that individuality—will have secret charms for men living in democracies. 
All their habits of thought prepare them to conceive it, and predispose them to adopt it. It 
naturally attracts and fixes their imagination; it fosters the pride, whilst it soothes the indolence, 
of their minds. Amongst the different systems by whose aid philosophy endeavors to explain the 
universe, I believe pantheism to be one of those most fitted to seduce the human mind in 
democratic ages. Against it all who abide in their attachment to the true greatness of man should 
struggle and combine. 
 
 
Chapter VIII: The Principle Of Equality Suggests To The Americans The Idea Of The 
Indefinite Perfectibility Of Man 

Equality suggests to the human mind several ideas which would not have originated from any 
other source, and it modifies almost all those previously entertained. I take as an example the 
idea of human perfectibility, because it is one of the principal notions that the intellect can 
conceive, and because it constitutes of itself a great philosophical theory, which is every instant 



to be traced by its consequences in the practice of human affairs. Although man has many points 
of resemblance with the brute creation, one characteristic is peculiar to himself—he improves: 
they are incapable of improvement. Mankind could not fail to discover this difference from its 
earliest period. The idea of perfectibility is therefore as old as the world; equality did not give 
birth to it, although it has imparted to it a novel character. 

When the citizens of a community are classed according to their rank, their profession, or their 
birth, and when all men are constrained to follow the career which happens to open before them, 
everyone thinks that the utmost limits of human power are to be discerned in proximity to 
himself, and none seeks any longer to resist the inevitable law of his destiny. Not indeed that an 
aristocratic people absolutely contests man's faculty of self-improvement, but they do not hold it 
to be indefinite; amelioration they conceive, but not change: they imagine that the future 
condition of society may be better, but not essentially different; and whilst they admit that 
mankind has made vast strides in improvement, and may still have some to make, they assign to 
it beforehand certain impassable limits. Thus they do not presume that they have arrived at the 
supreme good or at absolute truth (what people or what man was ever wild enough to imagine 
it?) but they cherish a persuasion that they have pretty nearly reached that degree of greatness 
and knowledge which our imperfect nature admits of; and as nothing moves about them they are 
willing to fancy that everything is in its fit place. Then it is that the legislator affects to lay down 
eternal laws; that kings and nations will raise none but imperishable monuments; and that the 
present generation undertakes to spare generations to come the care of regulating their destinies. 

In proportion as castes disappear and the classes of society approximate—as manners, 
customs, and laws vary, from the tumultuous intercourse of men—as new facts arise—as new 
truths are brought to light—as ancient opinions are dissipated, and others take their place—the 
image of an ideal perfection, forever on the wing, presents itself to the human mind. Continual 
changes are then every instant occurring under the observation of every man: the position of 
some is rendered worse; and he learns but too well, that no people and no individual, how 
enlightened soever they may be, can lay claim to infallibility;—the condition of others is 
improved; whence he infers that man is endowed with an indefinite faculty of improvement. His 
reverses teach him that none may hope to have discovered absolute good—his success stimulates 
him to the never-ending pursuit of it. Thus, forever seeking—forever falling, to rise again—often 
disappointed, but not discouraged—he tends unceasingly towards that unmeasured greatness so 
indistinctly visible at the end of the long track which humanity has yet to tread. It can hardly be 
believed how many facts naturally flow from the philosophical theory of the indefinite 
perfectibility of man, or how strong an influence it exercises even on men who, living entirely 
for the purposes of action and not of thought, seem to conform their actions to it, without 
knowing anything about it. I accost an American sailor, and I inquire why the ships of his 
country are built so as to last but for a short time; he answers without hesitation that the art of 
navigation is every day making such rapid progress, that the finest vessel would become almost 
useless if it lasted beyond a certain number of years. In these words, which fell accidentally and 
on a particular subject from a man of rude attainments, I recognize the general and systematic 
idea upon which a great people directs all its concerns. 

Aristocratic nations are naturally too apt to narrow the scope of human perfectibility; 
democratic nations to expand it beyond compass. 
 
 



parliamentary life not by abstaining from making bad speeches, but by courageously submitting 
to hear them made. They are resigned to it, as to an evil which they know to be inevitable. 

We have shown the petty side of political debates in democratic assemblies—let us now 
exhibit the more imposing one. The proceedings within the Parliament of England for the last 
one hundred and fifty years have never occasioned any great sensation out of that country; the 
opinions and feelings expressed by the speakers have never awakened much sympathy, even 
amongst the nations placed nearest to the great arena of British liberty; whereas Europe was 
excited by the very first debates which took place in the small colonial assemblies of America at 
the time of the Revolution. This was attributable not only to particular and fortuitous 
circumstances, but to general and lasting causes. I can conceive nothing more admirable or more 
powerful than a great orator debating on great questions of state in a democratic assembly. As no 
particular class is ever represented there by men commissioned to defend its own interests, it is 
always to the whole nation, and in the name of the whole nation, that the orator speaks. This 
expands his thoughts, and heightens his power of language. As precedents have there but little 
weight-as there are no longer any privileges attached to certain property, nor any rights inherent 
in certain bodies or in certain individuals, the mind must have recourse to general truths derived 
from human nature to resolve the particular question under discussion. Hence the political 
debates of a democratic people, however small it may be, have a degree of breadth which 
frequently renders them attractive to mankind. All men are interested by them, because they treat 
of man, who is everywhere the same. Amongst the greatest aristocratic nations, on the contrary, 
the most general questions are almost always argued on some special grounds derived from the 
practice of a particular time, or the rights of a particular class; which interest that class alone, or 
at most the people amongst whom that class happens to exist. It is owing to this, as much as to 
the greatness of the French people, and the favorable disposition of the nations who listen to 
them, that the great effect which the French political debates sometimes produce in the world, 
must be attributed. The orators of France frequently speak to mankind, even when they are 
addressing their countrymen only. 
 
 
Section 2: Influence of Democracy on the Feelings of Americans 
 
 
Chapter I: Why Democratic Nations Show A More Ardent And Enduring Love Of 
Equality Than Of Liberty 

The first and most intense passion which is engendered by the equality of conditions is, I need 
hardly say, the love of that same equality. My readers will therefore not be surprised that I speak 
of its before all others. Everybody has remarked that in our time, and especially in France, this 
passion for equality is every day gaining ground in the human heart. It has been said a hundred 
times that our contemporaries are far more ardently and tenaciously attached to equality than to 
freedom; but as I do not find that the causes of the fact have been sufficiently analyzed, I shall 
endeavor to point them out. 

It is possible to imagine an extreme point at which freedom and equality would meet and be 
confounded together. Let us suppose that all the members of the community take a part in the 
government, and that each of them has an equal right to take a part in it. As none is different 
from his fellows, none can exercise a tyrannical power: men will be perfectly free, because they 
will all be entirely equal; and they will all be perfectly equal, because they will be entirely free. 



To this ideal state democratic nations tend. Such is the completest form that equality can assume 
upon earth; but there are a thousand others which, without being equally perfect, are not less 
cherished by those nations. 

The principle of equality may be established in civil society, without prevailing in the political 
world. Equal rights may exist of indulging in the same pleasures, of entering the same 
professions, of frequenting the same places—in a word, of living in the same manner and 
seeking wealth by the same means, although all men do not take an equal share in the 
government. A kind of equality may even be established in the political world, though there 
should be no political freedom there. A man may be the equal of all his countrymen save one, 
who is the master of all without distinction, and who selects equally from among them all the 
agents of his power. Several other combinations might be easily imagined, by which very great 
equality would be united to institutions more or less free, or even to institutions wholly without 
freedom. Although men cannot become absolutely equal unless they be entirely free, and 
consequently equality, pushed to its furthest extent, may be confounded with freedom, yet there 
is good reason for distinguishing the one from the other. The taste which men have for liberty, 
and that which they feel for equality, are, in fact, two different things; and I am not afraid to add 
that, amongst democratic nations, they are two unequal things. 

Upon close inspection, it will be seen that there is in every age some peculiar and 
preponderating fact with which all others are connected; this fact almost always gives birth to 
some pregnant idea or some ruling passion, which attracts to itself, and bears away in its course, 
all the feelings and opinions of the time: it is like a great stream, towards which each of the 
surrounding rivulets seems to flow. Freedom has appeared in the world at different times and 
under various forms; it has not been exclusively bound to any social condition, and it is not 
confined to democracies. Freedom cannot, therefore, form the distinguishing characteristic of 
democratic ages. The peculiar and preponderating fact which marks those ages as its own is the 
equality of conditions; the ruling passion of men in those periods is the love of this equality. Ask 
not what singular charm the men of democratic ages find in being equal, or what special reasons 
they may have for clinging so tenaciously to equality rather than to the other advantages which 
society holds out to them: equality is the distinguishing characteristic of the age they live in; that, 
of itself, is enough to explain that they prefer it to all the rest. 

But independently of this reason there are several others, which will at all times habitually 
lead men to prefer equality to freedom. If a people could ever succeed in destroying, or even in 
diminishing, the equality which prevails in its own body, this could only be accomplished by 
long and laborious efforts. Its social condition must be modified, its laws abolished, its opinions 
superseded, its habits changed, its manners corrupted. But political liberty is more easily lost; to 
neglect to hold it fast is to allow it to escape. Men therefore not only cling to equality because it 
is dear to them; they also adhere to it because they think it will last forever. 

That political freedom may compromise in its excesses the tranquillity, the property, the lives 
of individuals, is obvious to the narrowest and most unthinking minds. But, on the contrary, none 
but attentive and clear-sighted men perceive the perils with which equality threatens us, and they 
commonly avoid pointing them out. They know that the calamities they apprehend are remote, 
and flatter themselves that they will only fall upon future generations, for which the present 
generation takes but little thought. The evils which freedom sometimes brings with it are 
immediate; they are apparent to all, and all are more or less affected by them. The evils which 
extreme equality may produce are slowly disclosed; they creep gradually into the social frame; 
they are only seen at intervals, and at the moment at which they become most violent habit 



already causes them to be no longer felt. The advantages which freedom brings are only shown 
by length of time; and it is always easy to mistake the cause in which they originate. The 
advantages of equality are instantaneous, and they may constantly be traced from their source. 
Political liberty bestows exalted pleasures, from time to time, upon a certain number of citizens. 
Equality every day confers a number of small enjoyments on every man. The charms of equality 
are every instant felt, and are within the reach of all; the noblest hearts are not insensible to them, 
and the most vulgar souls exult in them. The passion which equality engenders must therefore be 
at once strong and general. Men cannot enjoy political liberty unpurchased by some sacrifices, 
and they never obtain it without great exertions. But the pleasures of equality are self-proffered: 
each of the petty incidents of life seems to occasion them, and in order to taste them nothing is 
required but to live. 

Democratic nations are at all times fond of equality, but there are certain epochs at which the 
passion they entertain for it swells to the height of fury. This occurs at the moment when the old 
social system, long menaced, completes its own destruction after a last intestine struggle, and 
when the barriers of rank are at length thrown down. At such times men pounce upon equality as 
their booty, and they cling to it as to some precious treasure which they fear to lose. The passion 
for equality penetrates on every side into men's hearts, expands there, and fills them entirely. Tell 
them not that by this blind surrender of themselves to an exclusive passion they risk their dearest 
interests: they are deaf. Show them not freedom escaping from their grasp, whilst they are 
looking another way: they are blind—or rather, they can discern but one sole object to be desired 
in the universe. 

What I have said is applicable to all democratic nations: what I am about to say concerns the 
French alone. Amongst most modern nations, and especially amongst all those of the Continent 
of Europe, the taste and the idea of freedom only began to exist and to extend themselves at the 
time when social conditions were tending to equality, and as a consequence of that very equality. 
Absolute kings were the most efficient levellers of ranks amongst their subjects. Amongst these 
nations equality preceded freedom: equality was therefore a fact of some standing when freedom 
was still a novelty: the one had already created customs, opinions, and laws belonging to it, when 
the other, alone and for the first time, came into actual existence. Thus the latter was still only an 
affair of opinion and of taste, whilst the former had already crept into the habits of the people, 
possessed itself of their manners, and given a particular turn to the smallest actions of their lives. 
Can it be wondered that the men of our own time prefer the one to the other? 

I think that democratic communities have a natural taste for freedom: left to themselves, they 
will seek it, cherish it, and view any privation of it with regret. But for equality, their passion is 
ardent, insatiable, incessant, invincible: they call for equality in freedom; and if they cannot 
obtain that, they still call for equality in slavery. They will endure poverty, servitude, 
barbarism—but they will not endure aristocracy. This is true at all times, and especially true in 
our own. All men and all powers seeking to cope with this irresistible passion, will be 
overthrown and destroyed by it. In our age, freedom cannot be established without it, and 
despotism itself cannot reign without its support. 
 
 
Chapter II: Of Individualism In Democratic Countries 

I have shown how it is that in ages of equality every man seeks for his opinions within 
himself: I am now about to show how it is that, in the same ages, all his feelings are turned 
towards himself alone. Individualism *a is a novel expression, to which a novel idea has given 



birth. Our fathers were only acquainted with egotism. Egotism is a passionate and exaggerated 
love of self, which leads a man to connect everything with his own person, and to prefer himself 
to everything in the world. Individualism is a mature and calm feeling, which disposes each 
member of the community to sever himself from the mass of his fellow-creatures; and to draw 
apart with his family and his friends; so that, after he has thus formed a little circle of his own, he 
willingly leaves society at large to itself. Egotism originates in blind instinct: individualism 
proceeds from erroneous judgment more than from depraved feelings; it originates as much in 
the deficiencies of the mind as in the perversity of the heart. Egotism blights the germ of all 
virtue; individualism, at first, only saps the virtues of public life; but, in the long run, it attacks 
and destroys all others, and is at length absorbed in downright egotism. Egotism is a vice as old 
as the world, which does not belong to one form of society more than to another: individualism is 
of democratic origin, and it threatens to spread in the same ratio as the equality of conditions. 

a  
[ [I adopt the expression of the original, however strange it may seem to the English ear, partly 
because it illustrates the remark on the introduction of general terms into democratic language 
which was made in a preceding chapter, and partly because I know of no English word exactly 
equivalent to the expression. The chapter itself defines the meaning attached to it by the 
author.—Translator's Note.]] 

Amongst aristocratic nations, as families remain for centuries in the same condition, often on 
the same spot, all generations become as it were contemporaneous. A man almost always knows 
his forefathers, and respects them: he thinks he already sees his remote descendants, and he loves 
them. He willingly imposes duties on himself towards the former and the latter; and he will 
frequently sacrifice his personal gratifications to those who went before and to those who will 
come after him. Aristocratic institutions have, moreover, the effect of closely binding every man 
to several of his fellow-citizens. As the classes of an aristocratic people are strongly marked and 
permanent, each of them is regarded by its own members as a sort of lesser country, more 
tangible and more cherished than the country at large. As in aristocratic communities all the 
citizens occupy fixed positions, one above the other, the result is that each of them always sees a 
man above himself whose patronage is necessary to him, and below himself another man whose 
co-operation he may claim. Men living in aristocratic ages are therefore almost always closely 
attached to something placed out of their own sphere, and they are often disposed to forget 
themselves. It is true that in those ages the notion of human fellowship is faint, and that men 
seldom think of sacrificing themselves for mankind; but they often sacrifice themselves for other 
men. In democratic ages, on the contrary, when the duties of each individual to the race are much 
more clear, devoted service to any one man becomes more rare; the bond of human affection is 
extended, but it is relaxed. 

Amongst democratic nations new families are constantly springing up, others are constantly 
falling away, and all that remain change their condition; the woof of time is every instant broken, 
and the track of generations effaced. Those who went before are soon forgotten; of those who 
will come after no one has any idea: the interest of man is confined to those in close propinquity 
to himself. As each class approximates to other classes, and intermingles with them, its members 
become indifferent and as strangers to one another. Aristocracy had made a chain of all the 
members of the community, from the peasant to the king: democracy breaks that chain, and 
severs every link of it. As social conditions become more equal, the number of persons increases 
who, although they are neither rich enough nor powerful enough to exercise any great influence 
over their fellow-creatures, have nevertheless acquired or retained sufficient education and 



fortune to satisfy their own wants. They owe nothing to any man, they expect nothing from any 
man; they acquire the habit of always considering themselves as standing alone, and they are apt 
to imagine that their whole destiny is in their own hands. Thus not only does democracy make 
every man forget his ancestors, but it hides his descendants, and separates his contemporaries 
from him; it throws him back forever upon himself alone, and threatens in the end to confine him 
entirely within the solitude of his own heart. 
 
 
Chapter III: Individualism Stronger At The Close Of A Democratic Revolution Than At 
Other Periods 

The period when the construction of democratic society upon the ruins of an aristocracy has 
just been completed, is especially that at which this separation of men from one another, and the 
egotism resulting from it, most forcibly strike the observation. Democratic communities not only 
contain a large number of independent citizens, but they are constantly filled with men who, 
having entered but yesterday upon their independent condition, are intoxicated with their new 
power. They entertain a presumptuous confidence in their strength, and as they do not suppose 
that they can henceforward ever have occasion to claim the assistance of their fellow-creatures, 
they do not scruple to show that they care for nobody but themselves. 

An aristocracy seldom yields without a protracted struggle, in the course of which implacable 
animosities are kindled between the different classes of society. These passions survive the 
victory, and traces of them may be observed in the midst of the democratic confusion which 
ensues. Those members of the community who were at the top of the late gradations of rank 
cannot immediately forget their former greatness; they will long regard themselves as aliens in 
the midst of the newly composed society. They look upon all those whom this state of society 
has made their equals as oppressors, whose destiny can excite no sympathy; they have lost sight 
of their former equals, and feel no longer bound by a common interest to their fate: each of them, 
standing aloof, thinks that he is reduced to care for himself alone. Those, on the contrary, who 
were formerly at the foot of the social scale, and who have been brought up to the common level 
by a sudden revolution, cannot enjoy their newly acquired independence without secret 
uneasiness; and if they meet with some of their former superiors on the same footing as 
themselves, they stand aloof from them with an expression of triumph and of fear. It is, then, 
commonly at the outset of democratic society that citizens are most disposed to live apart. 
Democracy leads men not to draw near to their fellow-creatures; but democratic revolutions lead 
them to shun each other, and perpetuate in a state of equality the animosities which the state of 
inequality engendered. The great advantage of the Americans is that they have arrived at a state 
of democracy without having to endure a democratic revolution; and that they are born equal, 
instead of becoming so. 
 
 
Chapter IV: That The Americans Combat The Effects Of Individualism By Free 
Institutions 

Despotism, which is of a very timorous nature, is never more secure of continuance than when 
it can keep men asunder; and all is influence is commonly exerted for that purpose. No vice of 
the human heart is so acceptable to it as egotism: a despot easily forgives his subjects for not 
loving him, provided they do not love each other. He does not ask them to assist him in 
governing the State; it is enough that they do not aspire to govern it themselves. He stigmatizes 



be satisfied; and whatever pains be taken to divert it from itself, it soon grows weary, restless, 
and disquieted amidst the enjoyments of sense. If ever the faculties of the great majority of 
mankind were exclusively bent upon the pursuit of material objects, it might be anticipated that 
an amazing reaction would take place in the souls of some men. They would drift at large in the 
world of spirits, for fear of remaining shackled by the close bondage of the body. 

It is not then wonderful if, in the midst of a community whose thoughts tend earthward, a 
small number of individuals are to be found who turn their looks to heaven. I should be surprised 
if mysticism did not soon make some advance amongst a people solely engaged in promoting its 
own worldly welfare. It is said that the deserts of the Thebaid were peopled by the persecutions 
of the emperors and the massacres of the Circus; I should rather say that it was by the luxuries of 
Rome and the Epicurean philosophy of Greece. If their social condition, their present 
circumstances, and their laws did not confine the minds of the Americans so closely to the 
pursuit of worldly welfare, it is probable that they would display more reserve and more 
experience whenever their attention is turned to things immaterial, and that they would check 
themselves without difficulty. But they feel imprisoned within bounds which they will 
apparently never be allowed to pass. As soon as they have passed these bounds, their minds 
know not where to fix themselves, and they often rush unrestrained beyond the range of 
common-sense. 
 
 
Chapter XIII: Causes Of The Restless Spirit Of Americans In The Midst Of Their 
Prosperity 

In certain remote corners of the Old World you may still sometimes stumble upon a small 
district which seems to have been forgotten amidst the general tumult, and to have remained 
stationary whilst everything around it was in motion. The inhabitants are for the most part 
extremely ignorant and poor; they take no part in the business of the country, and they are 
frequently oppressed by the government; yet their countenances are generally placid, and their 
spirits light. In America I saw the freest and most enlightened men, placed in the happiest 
circumstances which the world affords: it seemed to me as if a cloud habitually hung upon their 
brow, and I thought them serious and almost sad even in their pleasures. The chief reason of this 
contrast is that the former do not think of the ills they endure—the latter are forever brooding 
over advantages they do not possess. It is strange to see with what feverish ardor the Americans 
pursue their own welfare; and to watch the vague dread that constantly torments them lest they 
should not have chosen the shortest path which may lead to it. A native of the United States 
clings to this world's goods as if he were certain never to die; and he is so hasty in grasping at all 
within his reach, that one would suppose he was constantly afraid of not living long enough to 
enjoy them. He clutches everything, he holds nothing fast, but soon loosens his grasp to pursue 
fresh gratifications. 

In the United States a man builds a house to spend his latter years in it, and he sells it before 
the roof is on: he plants a garden, and lets it just as the trees are coming into bearing: he brings a 
field into tillage, and leaves other men to gather the crops: he embraces a profession, and gives it 
up: he settles in a place, which he soon afterwards leaves, to carry his changeable longings 
elsewhere. If his private affairs leave him any leisure, he instantly plunges into the vortex of 
politics; and if at the end of a year of unremitting labor he finds he has a few days' vacation, his 
eager curiosity whirls him over the vast extent of the United States, and he will travel fifteen 



hundred miles in a few days, to shake off his happiness. Death at length overtakes him, but it is 
before he is weary of his bootless chase of that complete felicity which is forever on the wing. 

At first sight there is something surprising in this strange unrest of so many happy men, 
restless in the midst of abundance. The spectacle itself is however as old as the world; the 
novelty is to see a whole people furnish an exemplification of it. Their taste for physical 
gratifications must be regarded as the original source of that secret inquietude which the actions 
of the Americans betray, and of that inconstancy of which they afford fresh examples every day. 
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 it, to grasp it, and to enjoy it. The recollection of 
the brevity of life is a constant spur to him. Besides the good things which he possesses, he every 
instant fancies a thousand others which death will prevent him from trying if he does not try 
them soon. This thought fills him with anxiety, fear, and regret, and keeps his mind in ceaseless 
trepidation, which leads him perpetually to change his plans and his abode. If in addition to the 
taste for physical well-being a social condition be superadded, in which the laws and customs 
make no condition permanent, here is a great additional stimulant to this restlessness of temper. 
Men will then be seen continually to change their track, for fear of missing the shortest cut to 
happiness. It may readily be conceived that if men, passionately bent upon physical 
gratifications, desire eagerly, they are also easily discouraged: as their ultimate object is to enjoy, 
the means to reach that object must be prompt and easy, or the trouble of acquiring the 
gratification would be greater than the gratification itself. Their prevailing frame of mind then is 
at once ardent and relaxed, violent and enervated. Death is often less dreaded than perseverance 
in continuous efforts to one end. 

The equality of conditions leads by a still straighter road to several of the effects which I have 
here described. When all the privileges of birth and fortune are abolished, when all professions 
are accessible to all, and a man's own energies may place him at the top of any one of them, an 
easy and unbounded career seems open to his ambition, and he will readily persuade himself that 
he is born to no vulgar destinies. But this is an erroneous notion, which is corrected by daily 
experience. The same equality which allows every citizen to conceive these lofty hopes, renders 
all the citizens less able to realize them: it circumscribes their powers on every side, whilst it 
gives freer scope to their desires. Not only are they themselves powerless, but they are met at 
every step by immense obstacles, which they did not at first perceive. They have swept away the 
privileges of some of their fellow-creatures which stood in their way, but they have opened the 
door to universal competition: the barrier has changed its shape rather than its position. When 
men are nearly alike, and all follow the same track, it is very difficult for any one individual to 
walk quick and cleave a way through the dense throng which surrounds and presses him. This 
constant strife between the propensities springing from the equality of conditions and the means 
it supplies to satisfy them, harasses and wearies the mind. 

It is possible to conceive men arrived at a degree of freedom which should completely content 
them; they would then enjoy their independence without anxiety and without impatience. But 
men will never establish any equality with which they can be contented. Whatever efforts a 
people may make, they will never succeed in reducing all the conditions of society to a perfect 
level; and even if they unhappily attained that absolute and complete depression, the inequality 
of minds would still remain, which, coming directly from the hand of God, will forever escape 
the laws of man. However democratic then the social state and the political constitution of a 
people may be, it is certain that every member of the community will always find out several 
points about him which command his own position; and we may foresee that his looks will be 



doggedly fixed in that direction. When inequality of conditions is the common law of society, the 
most marked inequalities do not strike the eye: when everything is nearly on the same level, the 
slightest are marked enough to hurt it. Hence the desire of equality always becomes more 
insatiable in proportion as equality is more complete. 

Amongst democratic nations men easily attain a certain equality of conditions: they can never 
attain the equality they desire. It perpetually retires from before them, yet without hiding itself 
from their sight, and in retiring draws them on. At every moment they think they are about to 
grasp it; it escapes at every moment from their hold. They are near enough to see its charms, but 
too far off to enjoy them; and before they have fully tasted its delights they die. To these causes 
must be attributed that strange melancholy which oftentimes will haunt the inhabitants of 
democratic countries in the midst of their abundance, and that disgust at life which sometimes 
seizes upon them in the midst of calm and easy circumstances. Complaints are made in France 
that the number of suicides increases; in America suicide is rare, but insanity is said to be more 
common than anywhere else. These are all different symptoms of the same disease. The 
Americans do not put an end to their lives, however disquieted they may be, because their 
religion forbids it; and amongst them materialism may be said hardly to exist, notwithstanding 
the general passion for physical gratification. The will resists—reason frequently gives way. In 
democratic ages enjoyments are more intense than in the ages of aristocracy, and especially the 
number of those who partake in them is larger: but, on the other hand, it must be admitted that 
man's hopes and his desires are oftener blasted, the soul is more stricken and perturbed, and care 
itself more keen. 
 
 
Chapter XIV: Taste For Physical Gratifications United In America To Love Of Freedom 
And Attention To Public Affairs 

When a democratic state turns to absolute monarchy, the activity which was before directed to 
public and to private affairs is all at once centred upon the latter: the immediate consequence is, 
for some time, great physical prosperity; but this impulse soon slackens, and the amount of 
productive industry is checked. I know not if a single trading or manufacturing people can be 
cited, from the Tyrians down to the Florentines and the English, who were not a free people also. 
There is therefore a close bond and necessary relation between these two elements—freedom and 
productive industry. This proposition is generally true of all nations, but especially of democratic 
nations. I have already shown that men who live in ages of equality continually require to form 
associations in order to procure the things they covet; and, on the other hand, I have shown how 
great political freedom improves and diffuses the art of association. Freedom, in these ages, is 
therefore especially favorable to the production of wealth; nor is it difficult to perceive that 
despotism is especially adverse to the same result. The nature of despotic power in democratic 
ages is not to be fierce or cruel, but minute and meddling. Despotism of this kind, though it does 
not trample on humanity, is directly opposed to the genius of commerce and the pursuits of 
industry. 

Thus the men of democratic ages require to be free in order more readily to procure those 
physical enjoyments for which they are always longing. It sometimes happens, however, that the 
excessive taste they conceive for these same enjoyments abandons them to the first master who 
appears. The passion for worldly welfare then defeats itself, and, without perceiving it, throws 
the object of their desires to a greater distance. 



and aristocracy again penetrate into the world, it may be predicted that this is the channel by 
which they will enter. 
 
 
 
Book Three: Influence Of Democracy On Manners, Properly So Called 
 
 
Chapter I: That Manners Are Softened As Social Conditions Become More Equal 

We perceive that for several ages social conditions have tended to equality, and we discover 
that in the course of the same period the manners of society have been softened. Are these two 
things merely contemporaneous, or does any secret link exist between them, so that the one 
cannot go on without making the other advance? Several causes may concur to render the 
manners of a people less rude; but, of all these causes, the most powerful appears to me to be the 
equality of conditions. Equality of conditions and growing civility in manners are, then, in my 
eyes, not only contemporaneous occurrences, but correlative facts. When the fabulists seek to 
interest us in the actions of beasts, they invest them with human notions and passions; the poets 
who sing of spirits and angels do the same; there is no wretchedness so deep, nor any happiness 
so pure, as to fill the human mind and touch the heart, unless we are ourselves held up to our 
own eyes under other features. 

This is strictly applicable to the subject upon which we are at present engaged. When all men 
are irrevocably marshalled in an aristocratic community, according to their professions, their 
property, and their birth, the members of each class, considering themselves as children of the 
same family, cherish a constant and lively sympathy towards each other, which can never be felt 
in an equal degree by the citizens of a democracy. But the same feeling does not exist between 
the several classes towards each other. Amongst an aristocratic people each caste has its own 
opinions, feelings, rights, manners, and modes of living. Thus the men of whom each caste is 
composed do not resemble the mass of their fellow-citizens; they do not think or feel in the same 
manner, and they scarcely believe that they belong to the same human race. They cannot, 
therefore, thoroughly understand what others feel, nor judge of others by themselves. Yet they 
are sometimes eager to lend each other mutual aid; but this is not contrary to my previous 
observation. These aristocratic institutions, which made the beings of one and the same race so 
different, nevertheless bound them to each other by close political ties. Although the serf had no 
natural interest in the fate of nobles, he did not the less think himself obliged to devote his person 
to the service of that noble who happened to be his lord; and although the noble held himself to 
be of a different nature from that of his serfs, he nevertheless held that his duty and his honor 
constrained him to defend, at the risk of his own life, those who dwelt upon his domains. 

It is evident that these mutual obligations did not originate in the law of nature, but in the law 
of society; and that the claim of social duty was more stringent than that of mere humanity. 
These services were not supposed to be due from man to man, but to the vassal or to the lord. 
Feudal institutions awakened a lively sympathy for the sufferings of certain men, but none at all 
for the miseries of mankind. They infused generosity rather than mildness into the manners of 
the time, and although they prompted men to great acts of self-devotion, they engendered no real 
sympathies; for real sympathies can only exist between those who are alike; and in aristocratic 
ages men acknowledge none but the members of their own caste to be like themselves. 



When the chroniclers of the Middle Ages, who all belonged to the aristocracy by birth or 
education, relate the tragical end of a noble, their grief flows apace; whereas they tell you at a 
breath, and without wincing, of massacres and tortures inflicted on the common sort of people. 
Not that these writers felt habitual hatred or systematic disdain for the people; war between the 
several classes of the community was not yet declared. They were impelled by an instinct rather 
than by a passion; as they had formed no clear notion of a poor man's sufferings, they cared but 
little for his fate. The same feelings animated the lower orders whenever the feudal tie was 
broken. The same ages which witnessed so many heroic acts of self-devotion on the part of 
vassals for their lords, were stained with atrocious barbarities, exercised from time to time by the 
lower classes on the higher. It must not be supposed that this mutual insensibility arose solely 
from the absence of public order and education; for traces of it are to be found in the following 
centuries, which became tranquil and enlightened whilst they remained aristocratic. In 1675 the 
lower classes in Brittany revolted at the imposition of a new tax. These disturbances were put 
down with unexampled atrocity. Observe the language in which Madame de Sevigne, a witness 
of these horrors, relates them to her daughter:— 

"Aux Rochers, 30 Octobre, 1675. 
"Mon Dieu, ma fille, que votre lettre d'Aix est plaisante! Au moins relisez vos lettres avant 

que de les envoyer; laissez-vous surpendre a leur agrement, et consolez-vous par ce plaisir de la 
peine que vous avez d'en tant ecrire. Vous avez donc baise toute la Provence? il n'y aurait pas 
satisfaction a baiser toute la Bretagne, a moins qu'on n'aimat a sentir le vin. . . . Voulez-vous 
savoir des nouvelles de Rennes? On a fait une taxe de cent mille ecus sur le bourgeois; et si on ne 
trouve point cette somme dans vingt-quatre heures, elle sera doublee et exigible par les soldats. 
On a chasse et banni toute une grand rue, et defendu de les recueillir sous peine de la vie; de 
sorte qu'on voyait tous ces miserables, veillards, femmes accouchees, enfans, errer en pleurs au 
sortir de cette ville sans savoir ou aller. On roua avant-hier un violon, qui avait commence la 
danse et la pillerie du papier timbre; il a ete ecartele apres sa mort, et ses quatre quartiers exposes 
aux quatre coins de la ville. On a pris soixante bourgeois, et on commence demain les punitions. 
Cette province est un bel exemple pour les autres, et surtout de respecter les gouverneurs et les 
gouvernantes, et de ne point jeter de pierres dans leur jardin." *a 

a  
[ To feel the point of this joke the reader should recollect that Madame de Grignan was 
Gouvernante de Provence.] "Madame de Tarente etait hier dans ces bois par un temps enchante: 
il n'est question ni de chambre ni de collation; elle entre par la barriere et s'en retourne de meme. 
. . ." 

In another letter she adds:— 
"Vous me parlez bien plaisamment de nos miseres; nous ne sommes plus si roues; un en huit 

jours, pour entretenir la justice. Il est vrai que la penderie me parait maintenant un 
refraichissement. J'ai une tout autre idee de la justice, depuis que je suis en ce pays. Vos 
galeriens me paraissent une societe d'honnetes gens qui se sont retires du monde pour mener une 
vie douce." 

It would be a mistake to suppose that Madame de Sevigne, who wrote these lines, was a 
selfish or cruel person; she was passionately attached to her children, and very ready to 
sympathize in the sorrows of her friends; nay, her letters show that she treated her vassals and 
servants with kindness and indulgence. But Madame de Sevigne had no clear notion of suffering 
in anyone who was not a person of quality. 



In our time the harshest man writing to the most insensible person of his acquaintance would 
not venture wantonly to indulge in the cruel jocularity which I have quoted; and even if his own 
manners allowed him to do so, the manners of society at large would forbid it. Whence does this 
arise? Have we more sensibility than our forefathers? I know not that we have; but I am sure that 
our insensibility is extended to a far greater range of objects. When all the ranks of a community 
are nearly equal, as all men think and feel in nearly the same manner, each of them may judge in 
a moment of the sensations of all the others; he casts a rapid glance upon himself, and that is 
enough. There is no wretchedness into which he cannot readily enter, and a secret instinct reveals 
to him its extent. It signifies not that strangers or foes be the sufferers; imagination puts him in 
their place; something like a personal feeling is mingled with his pity, and makes himself suffer 
whilst the body of his fellow-creature is in torture. In democratic ages men rarely sacrifice 
themselves for one another; but they display general compassion for the members of the human 
race. They inflict no useless ills; and they are happy to relieve the griefs of others, when they can 
do so without much hurting themselves; they are not disinterested, but they are humane. 

Although the Americans have, in a manner, reduced egotism to a social and philosophical 
theory, they are nevertheless extremely open to compassion. In no country is criminal justice 
administered with more mildness than in the United States. Whilst the English seem disposed 
carefully to retain the bloody traces of the dark ages in their penal legislation, the Americans 
have almost expunged capital punishment from their codes. North America is, I think, the only 
one country upon earth in which the life of no one citizen has been taken for a political offence 
in the course of the last fifty years. The circumstance which conclusively shows that this singular 
mildness of the Americans arises chiefly from their social condition, is the manner in which they 
treat their slaves. Perhaps there is not, upon the whole, a single European colony in the New 
World in which the physical condition of the blacks is less severe than in the United States; yet 
the slaves still endure horrid sufferings there, and are constantly exposed to barbarous 
punishments. It is easy to perceive that the lot of these unhappy beings inspires their masters 
with but little compassion, and that they look upon slavery, not only as an institution which is 
profitable to them, but as an evil which does not affect them. Thus the same man who is full of 
humanity towards his fellow-creatures when they are at the same time his equals, becomes 
insensible to their afflictions as soon as that equality ceases. His mildness should therefore be 
attributed to the equality of conditions, rather than to civilization and education. 

What I have here remarked of individuals is, to a certain extent, applicable to nations. When 
each nation has its distinct opinions, belief, laws, and customs, it looks upon itself as the whole 
of mankind, and is moved by no sorrows but its own. Should war break out between two nations 
animated by this feeling, it is sure to be waged with great cruelty. At the time of their highest 
culture, the Romans slaughtered the generals of their enemies, after having dragged them in 
triumph behind a car; and they flung their prisoners to the beasts of the Circus for the amusement 
of the people. Cicero, who declaimed so vehemently at the notion of crucifying a Roman citizen, 
had not a word to say against these horrible abuses of victory. It is evident that in his eyes a 
barbarian did not belong to the same human race as a Roman. On the contrary, in proportion as 
nations become more like each other, they become reciprocally more compassionate, and the law 
of nations is mitigated. 
 
 
Chapter II: That Democracy Renders The Habitual Intercourse Of The Americans Simple 
And Easy 



Democracy does not attach men strongly to each other; but it places their habitual intercourse 
upon an easier footing. If two Englishmen chance to meet at the Antipodes, where they are 
surrounded by strangers whose language and manners are almost unknown to them, they will 
first stare at each other with much curiosity and a kind of secret uneasiness; they will then turn 
away, or, if one accosts the other, they will take care only to converse with a constrained and 
absent air upon very unimportant subjects. Yet there is no enmity between these men; they have 
never seen each other before, and each believes the other to be a respectable person. Why then 
should they stand so cautiously apart? We must go back to England to learn the reason. 

When it is birth alone, independent of wealth, which classes men in society, everyone knows 
exactly what his own position is upon the social scale; he does not seek to rise, he does not fear 
to sink. In a community thus organized, men of different castes communicate very little with 
each other; but if accident brings them together, they are ready to converse without hoping or 
fearing to lose their own position. Their intercourse is not upon a footing of equality, but it is not 
constrained. When moneyed aristocracy succeeds to aristocracy of birth, the case is altered. The 
privileges of some are still extremely great, but the possibility of acquiring those privileges is 
open to all: whence it follows that those who possess them are constantly haunted by the 
apprehension of losing them, or of other men's sharing them; those who do not yet enjoy them 
long to possess them at any cost, or, if they fail to appear at least to possess them—which is not 
impossible. As the social importance of men is no longer ostensibly and permanently fixed by 
blood, and is infinitely varied by wealth, ranks still exist, but it is not easy clearly to distinguish 
at a glance those who respectively belong to them. Secret hostilities then arise in the community; 
one set of men endeavor by innumerable artifices to penetrate, or to appear to penetrate, amongst 
those who are above them; another set are constantly in arms against these usurpers of their 
rights; or rather the same individual does both at once, and whilst he seeks to raise himself into a 
higher circle, he is always on the defensive against the intrusion of those below him. 

Such is the condition of England at the present time; and I am of opinion that the peculiarity 
before adverted to is principally to be attributed to this cause. As aristocratic pride is still 
extremely great amongst the English, and as the limits of aristocracy are ill-defined, everybody 
lives in constant dread lest advantage should be taken of his familiarity. Unable to judge at once 
of the social position of those he meets, an Englishman prudently avoids all contact with them. 
Men are afraid lest some slight service rendered should draw them into an unsuitable 
acquaintance; they dread civilities, and they avoid the obtrusive gratitude of a stranger quite as 
much as his hatred. Many people attribute these singular anti-social propensities, and the 
reserved and taciturn bearing of the English, to purely physical causes. I may admit that there is 
something of it in their race, but much more of it is attributable to their social condition, as is 
proved by the contrast of the Americans. 

In America, where the privileges of birth never existed, and where riches confer no peculiar 
rights on their possessors, men unacquainted with each other are very ready to frequent the same 
places, and find neither peril nor advantage in the free interchange of their thoughts. If they meet 
by accident, they neither seek nor avoid intercourse; their manner is therefore natural, frank, and 
open: it is easy to see that they hardly expect or apprehend anything from each other, and that 
they do not care to display, any more than to conceal, their position in the world. If their 
demeanor is often cold and serious, it is never haughty or constrained; and if they do not 
converse, it is because they are not in a humor to talk, not because they think it their interest to 
be silent. In a foreign country two Americans are at once friends, simply because they are 
Americans. They are repulsed by no prejudice; they are attracted by their common country. For 



two Englishmen the same blood is not enough; they must be brought together by the same rank. 
The Americans remark this unsociable mood of the English as much as the French do, and they 
are not less astonished by it. Yet the Americans are connected with England by their origin, their 
religion, their language, and partially by their manners; they only differ in their social condition. 
It may therefore be inferred that the reserve of the English proceeds from the constitution of their 
country much more than from that of its inhabitants. 
 
 
Chapter III: Why The Americans Show So Little Sensitiveness In Their Own Country, 
And Are So Sensitive In Europe 

The temper of the Americans is vindictive, like that of all serious and reflecting nations. They 
hardly ever forget an offence, but it is not easy to offend them; and their resentment is as slow to 
kindle as it is to abate. In aristocratic communities where a small number of persons manage 
everything, the outward intercourse of men is subject to settled conventional rules. Everyone 
then thinks he knows exactly what marks of respect or of condescension he ought to display, and 
none are presumed to be ignorant of the science of etiquette. These usages of the first class in 
society afterwards serve as a model to all the others; besides which each of the latter lays down a 
code of its own, to which all its members are bound to conform. Thus the rules of politeness 
form a complex system of legislation, which it is difficult to be perfectly master of, but from 
which it is dangerous for anyone to deviate; so that men are constantly exposed involuntarily to 
inflict or to receive bitter affronts. But as the distinctions of rank are obliterated, as men differing 
in education and in birth meet and mingle in the same places of resort, it is almost impossible to 
agree upon the rules of good breeding. As its laws are uncertain, to disobey them is not a crime, 
even in the eyes of those who know what they are; men attach more importance to intentions 
than to forms, and they grow less civil, but at the same time less quarrelsome. There are many 
little attentions which an American does not care about; he thinks they are not due to him, or he 
presumes that they are not known to be due: he therefore either does not perceive a rudeness or 
he forgives it; his manners become less courteous, and his character more plain and masculine. 

The mutual indulgence which the Americans display, and the manly confidence with which 
they treat each other, also result from another deeper and more general cause, which I have 
already adverted to in the preceding chapter. In the United States the distinctions of rank in civil 
society are slight, in political society they are null; an American, therefore, does not think 
himself bound to pay particular attentions to any of his fellow-citizens, nor does he require such 
attentions from them towards himself. As he does not see that it is his interest eagerly to seek the 
company of any of his countrymen, he is slow to fancy that his own company is declined: 
despising no one on account of his station, he does not imagine that anyone can despise him for 
that cause; and until he has clearly perceived an insult, he does not suppose that an affront was 
intended. The social condition of the Americans naturally accustoms them not to take offence in 
small matters; and, on the other hand, the democratic freedom which they enjoy transfuses this 
same mildness of temper into the character of the nation. The political institutions of the United 
States constantly bring citizens of all ranks into contact, and compel them to pursue great 
undertakings in concert. People thus engaged have scarcely time to attend to the details of 
etiquette, and they are besides too strongly interested in living harmoniously for them to stick at 
such things. They therefore soon acquire a habit of considering the feelings and opinions of those 
whom they meet more than their manners, and they do not allow themselves to be annoyed by 
trifles. 



I have often remarked in the United States that it is not easy to make a man understand that his 
presence may be dispensed with; hints will not always suffice to shake him off. I contradict an 
American at every word he says, to show him that his conversation bores me; he instantly labors 
with fresh pertinacity to convince me; I preserve a dogged silence, and he thinks I am meditating 
deeply on the truths which he is uttering; at last I rush from his company, and he supposes that 
some urgent business hurries me elsewhere. This man will never understand that he wearies me 
to extinction unless I tell him so: and the only way to get rid of him is to make him my enemy for 
life. 

It appears surprising at first sight that the same man transported to Europe suddenly becomes 
so sensitive and captious, that I often find it as difficult to avoid offending him here as it was to 
put him out of countenance. These two opposite effects proceed from the same cause. 
Democratic institutions generally give men a lofty notion of their country and of themselves. An 
American leaves his country with a heart swollen with pride; on arriving in Europe he at once 
finds out that we are not so engrossed by the United States and the great people which inhabits 
them as he had supposed, and this begins to annoy him. He has been informed that the conditions 
of society are not equal in our part of the globe, and he observes that among the nations of 
Europe the traces of rank are not wholly obliterated; that wealth and birth still retain some 
indeterminate privileges, which force themselves upon his notice whilst they elude definition. He 
is therefore profoundly ignorant of the place which he ought to occupy in this half-ruined scale 
of classes, which are sufficiently distinct to hate and despise each other, yet sufficiently alike for 
him to be always confounding them. He is afraid of ranging himself too high—still more is he 
afraid of being ranged too low; this twofold peril keeps his mind constantly on the stretch, and 
embarrasses all he says and does. He learns from tradition that in Europe ceremonial observances 
were infinitely varied according to different ranks; this recollection of former times completes 
his perplexity, and he is the more afraid of not obtaining those marks of respect which are due to 
him, as he does not exactly know in what they consist. He is like a man surrounded by traps: 
society is not a recreation for him, but a serious toil: he weighs your least actions, interrogates 
your looks, and scrutinizes all you say, lest there should be some hidden allusion to affront him. I 
doubt whether there was ever a provincial man of quality so punctilious in breeding as he is: he 
endeavors to attend to the slightest rules of etiquette, and does not allow one of them to be 
waived towards himself: he is full of scruples and at the same time of pretensions; he wishes to 
do enough, but fears to do too much; and as he does not very well know the limits of the one or 
of the other, he keeps up a haughty and embarrassed air of reserve. 

But this is not all: here is yet another double of the human heart. An American is forever 
talking of the admirable equality which prevails in the United States; aloud he makes it the boast 
of his country, but in secret he deplores it for himself; and he aspires to show that, for his part, he 
is an exception to the general state of things which he vaunts. There is hardly an American to be 
met with who does not claim some remote kindred with the first founders of the colonies; and as 
for the scions of the noble families of England, America seemed to me to be covered with them. 
When an opulent American arrives in Europe, his first care is to surround himself with all the 
luxuries of wealth: he is so afraid of being taken for the plain citizen of a democracy, that he 
adopts a hundred distorted ways of bringing some new instance of his wealth before you every 
day. His house will be in the most fashionable part of the town: he will always be surrounded by 
a host of servants. I have heard an American complain, that in the best houses of Paris the society 
was rather mixed; the taste which prevails there was not pure enough for him; and he ventured to 



hint that, in his opinion, there was a want of elegance of manner; he could not accustom himself 
to see wit concealed under such unpretending forms. 

These contrasts ought not to surprise us. If the vestiges of former aristocratic distinctions were 
not so completely effaced in the United States, the Americans would be less simple and less 
tolerant in their own country—they would require less, and be less fond of borrowed manners in 
ours. 
 
 
Chapter IV: Consequences Of The Three Preceding Chapters 

When men feel a natural compassion for their mutual sufferings—when they are brought 
together by easy and frequent intercourse, and no sensitive feelings keep them asunder—it may 
readily be supposed that they will lend assistance to one another whenever it is needed. When an 
American asks for the co-operation of his fellow-citizens it is seldom refused, and I have often 
seen it afforded spontaneously and with great goodwill. If an accident happens on the highway, 
everybody hastens to help the sufferer; if some great and sudden calamity befalls a family, the 
purses of a thousand strangers are at once willingly opened, and small but numerous donations 
pour in to relieve their distress. It often happens amongst the most civilized nations of the globe, 
that a poor wretch is as friendless in the midst of a crowd as the savage in his wilds: this is hardly 
ever the case in the United States. The Americans, who are always cold and often coarse in their 
manners, seldom show insensibility; and if they do not proffer services eagerly, yet they do not 
refuse to render them. 

All this is not in contradiction to what I have said before on the subject of individualism. The 
two things are so far from combating each other, that I can see how they agree. Equality of 
conditions, whilst it makes men feel their independence, shows them their own weakness: they 
are free, but exposed to a thousand accidents; and experience soon teaches them that, although 
they do not habitually require the assistance of others, a time almost always comes when they 
cannot do without it. We constantly see in Europe that men of the same profession are ever ready 
to assist each other; they are all exposed to the same ills, and that is enough to teach them to seek 
mutual preservatives, however hard-hearted and selfish they may otherwise be. When one of 
them falls into danger, from which the others may save him by a slight transient sacrifice or a 
sudden effort, they do not fail to make the attempt. Not that they are deeply interested in his fate; 
for if, by chance, their exertions are unavailing, they immediately forget the object of them, and 
return to their own business; but a sort of tacit and almost involuntary agreement has been passed 
between them, by which each one owes to the others a temporary support which he may claim 
for himself in turn. Extend to a people the remark here applied to a class, and you will 
understand my meaning. A similar covenant exists in fact between all the citizens of a 
democracy: they all feel themselves subject to the same weakness and the same dangers; and 
their interest, as well as their sympathy, makes it a rule with them to lend each other mutual 
assistance when required. The more equal social conditions become, the more do men display 
this reciprocal disposition to oblige each other. In democracies no great benefits are conferred, 
but good offices are constantly rendered: a man seldom displays self-devotion, but all men are 
ready to be of service to one another. 
 
 
Chapter V: How Democracy Affects the Relation Of Masters And Servants 



An American who had travelled for a long time in Europe once said to me, "The English treat 
their servants with a stiffness and imperiousness of manner which surprise us; but on the other 
hand the French sometimes treat their attendants with a degree of familiarity or of politeness 
which we cannot conceive. It looks as if they were afraid to give orders: the posture of the 
superior and the inferior is ill-maintained." The remark was a just one, and I have often made it 
myself. I have always considered England as the country in the world where, in our time, the 
bond of domestic service is drawn most tightly, and France as the country where it is most 
relaxed. Nowhere have I seen masters stand so high or so low as in these two countries. Between 
these two extremes the Americans are to be placed. Such is the fact as it appears upon the surface 
of things: to discover the causes of that fact, it is necessary to search the matter thoroughly. 

No communities have ever yet existed in which social conditions have been so equal that there 
were neither rich nor poor, and consequently neither masters nor servants. Democracy does not 
prevent the existence of these two classes, but it changes their dispositions and modifies their 
mutual relations. Amongst aristocratic nations servants form a distinct class, not more variously 
composed than that of masters. A settled order is soon established; in the former as well as in the 
latter class a scale is formed, with numerous distinctions or marked gradations of rank, and 
generations succeed each other thus without any change of position. These two communities are 
superposed one above the other, always distinct, but regulated by analogous principles. This 
aristocratic constitution does not exert a less powerful influence on the notions and manners of 
servants than on those of masters; and, although the effects are different, the same cause may 
easily be traced. Both classes constitute small communities in the heart of the nation, and certain 
permanent notions of right and wrong are ultimately engendered amongst them. The different 
acts of human life are viewed by one particular and unchanging light. In the society of servants, 
as in that of masters, men exercise a great influence over each other: they acknowledge settled 
rules, and in the absence of law they are guided by a sort of public opinion: their habits are 
settled, and their conduct is placed under a certain control. 

These men, whose destiny is to obey, certainly do not understand fame, virtue, honesty, and 
honor in the same manner as their masters; but they have a pride, a virtue, and an honesty 
pertaining to their condition; and they have a notion, if I may use the expression, of a sort of 
servile honor. *a Because a class is mean, it must not be supposed that all who belong to it are 
mean-hearted; to think so would be a great mistake. However lowly it may be, he who is 
foremost there, and who has no notion of quitting it, occupies an aristocratic position which 
inspires him with lofty feelings, pride, and self-respect, that fit him for the higher virtues and 
actions above the common. Amongst aristocratic nations it was by no means rare to find men of 
noble and vigorous minds in the service of the great, who felt not the servitude they bore, and 
who submitted to the will of their masters without any fear of their displeasure. But this was 
hardly ever the case amongst the inferior ranks of domestic servants. It may be imagined that he 
who occupies the lowest stage of the order of menials stands very low indeed. The French 
created a word on purpose to designate the servants of the aristocracy—they called them lackeys. 
This word "lackey" served as the strongest expression, when all others were exhausted, to 
designate human meanness. Under the old French monarchy, to denote by a single expression a 
low-spirited contemptible fellow, it was usual to say that he had the "soul of a lackey"; the term 
was enough to convey all that was intended.  

a  
[ If the principal opinions by which men are guided are examined closely and in detail, the 
analogy appears still more striking, and one is surprised to find amongst them, just as much as 



amongst the haughtiest scions of a feudal race, pride of birth, respect for their ancestry and their 
descendants, disdain of their inferiors, a dread of contact, a taste for etiquette, precedents, and 
antiquity.] 

The permanent inequality of conditions not only gives servants certain peculiar virtues and 
vices, but it places them in a peculiar relation with respect to their masters. Amongst aristocratic 
nations the poor man is familiarized from his childhood with the notion of being commanded: to 
whichever side he turns his eyes the graduated structure of society and the aspect of obedience 
meet his view. Hence in those countries the master readily obtains prompt, complete, respectful, 
and easy obedience from his servants, because they revere in him not only their master but the 
class of masters. He weighs down their will by the whole weight of the aristocracy. He orders 
their actions—to a certain extent he even directs their thoughts. In aristocracies the master often 
exercises, even without being aware of it, an amazing sway over the opinions, the habits, and the 
manners of those who obey him, and his influence extends even further than his authority. 

In aristocratic communities there are not only hereditary families of servants as well as of 
masters, but the same families of servants adhere for several generations to the same families of 
masters (like two parallel lines which neither meet nor separate); and this considerably modifies 
the mutual relations of these two classes of persons. Thus, although in aristocratic society the 
master and servant have no natural resemblance—although, on the contrary, they are placed at an 
immense distance on the scale of human beings by their fortune, education, and opinions—yet 
time ultimately binds them together. They are connected by a long series of common 
reminiscences, and however different they may be, they grow alike; whilst in democracies, 
where they are naturally almost alike, they always remain strangers to each other. Amongst an 
aristocratic people the master gets to look upon his servants as an inferior and secondary part of 
himself, and he often takes an interest in their lot by a last stretch of egotism. 

Servants, on their part, are not averse to regard themselves in the same light; and they 
sometimes identify themselves with the person of the master, so that they become an appendage 
to him in their own eyes as well as in his. In aristocracies a servant fills a subordinate position 
which he cannot get out of; above him is another man, holding a superior rank which he cannot 
lose. On one side are obscurity, poverty, obedience for life; on the other, and also for life, fame, 
wealth, and command. The two conditions are always distinct and always in propinquity; the tie 
that connects them is as lasting as they are themselves. In this predicament the servant ultimately 
detaches his notion of interest from his own person; he deserts himself, as it were, or rather he 
transports himself into the character of his master, and thus assumes an imaginary personality. 
He complacently invests himself with the wealth of those who command him; he shares their 
fame, exalts himself by their rank, and feeds his mind with borrowed greatness, to which he 
attaches more importance than those who fully and really possess it. There is something 
touching, and at the same time ridiculous, in this strange confusion of two different states of 
being. These passions of masters, when they pass into the souls of menials, assume the natural 
dimensions of the place they occupy—they are contracted and lowered. What was pride in the 
former becomes puerile vanity and paltry ostentation in the latter. The servants of a great man 
are commonly most punctilious as to the marks of respect due to him, and they attach more 
importance to his slightest privileges than he does himself. In France a few of these old servants 
of the aristocracy are still to be met with here and there; they have survived their race, which will 
soon disappear with them altogether. In the United States I never saw anyone at all like them. 
The Americans are not only unacquainted with the kind of man, but it is hardly possible to make 
them understand that such ever existed. It is scarcely less difficult for them to conceive it, than 



for us to form a correct notion of what a slave was amongst the Romans, or a serf in the Middle 
Ages. All these men were in fact, though in different degrees, results of the same cause: they are 
all retiring from our sight, and disappearing in the obscurity of the past, together with the social 
condition to which they owed their origin. 

Equality of conditions turns servants and masters into new beings, and places them in new 
relative positions. When social conditions are nearly equal, men are constantly changing their 
situations in life: there is still a class of menials and a class of masters, but these classes are not 
always composed of the same individuals, still less of the same families; and those who 
command are not more secure of perpetuity than those who obey. As servants do not form a 
separate people, they have no habits, prejudices, or manners peculiar to themselves; they are not 
remarkable for any particular turn of mind or moods of feeling. They know no vices or virtues of 
their condition, but they partake of the education, the opinions, the feelings, the virtues, and the 
vices of their contemporaries; and they are honest men or scoundrels in the same way as their 
masters are. The conditions of servants are not less equal than those of masters. As no marked 
ranks or fixed subordination are to be found amongst them, they will not display either the 
meanness or the greatness which characterizes the aristocracy of menials as well as all other 
aristocracies. I never saw a man in the United States who reminded me of that class of 
confidential servants of which we still retain a reminiscence in Europe, neither did I ever meet 
with such a thing as a lackey: all traces of the one and of the other have disappeared. 

In democracies servants are not only equal amongst themselves, but it may be said that they 
are in some sort the equals of their masters. This requires explanation in order to be rightly 
understood. At any moment a servant may become a master, and he aspires to rise to that 
condition: the servant is therefore not a different man from the master. Why then has the former 
a right to command, and what compels the latter to obey?—the free and temporary consent of 
both their wills. Neither of them is by nature inferior to the other; they only become so for a time 
by covenant. Within the terms of this covenant, the one is a servant, the other a master; beyond it 
they are two citizens of the commonwealth—two men. I beg the reader particularly to observe 
that this is not only the notion which servants themselves entertain of their own condition; 
domestic service is looked upon by masters in the same light; and the precise limits of authority 
and obedience are as clearly settled in the mind of the one as in that of the other. 

When the greater part of the community have long attained a condition nearly alike, and when 
equality is an old and acknowledged fact, the public mind, which is never affected by exceptions, 
assigns certain general limits to the value of man, above or below which no man can long remain 
placed. It is in vain that wealth and poverty, authority and obedience, accidentally interpose great 
distances between two men; public opinion, founded upon the usual order of things, draws them 
to a common level, and creates a species of imaginary equality between them, in spite of the real 
inequality of their conditions. This all-powerful opinion penetrates at length even into the hearts 
of those whose interest might arm them to resist it; it affects their judgment whilst it subdues 
their will. In their inmost convictions the master and the servant no longer perceive any deep-
seated difference between them, and they neither hope nor fear to meet with any such at any 
time. They are therefore neither subject to disdain nor to anger, and they discern in each other 
neither humility nor pride. The master holds the contract of service to be the only source of his 
power, and the servant regards it as the only cause of his obedience. They do not quarrel about 
their reciprocal situations, but each knows his own and keeps it. 

In the French army the common soldier is taken from nearly the same classes as the officer, 
and may hold the same commissions; out of the ranks he considers himself entirely equal to his 



military superiors, and in point of fact he is so; but when under arms he does not hesitate to obey, 
and his obedience is not the less prompt, precise, and ready, for being voluntary and defined. 
This example may give a notion of what takes place between masters and servants in democratic 
communities. 

It would be preposterous to suppose that those warm and deep-seated affections, which are 
sometimes kindled in the domestic service of aristocracy, will ever spring up between these two 
men, or that they will exhibit strong instances of self-sacrifice. In aristocracies masters and 
servants live apart, and frequently their only intercourse is through a third person; yet they 
commonly stand firmly by one another. In democratic countries the master and the servant are 
close together; they are in daily personal contact, but their minds do not intermingle; they have 
common occupations, hardly ever common interests. Amongst such a people the servant always 
considers himself as a sojourner in the dwelling of his masters. He knew nothing of their 
forefathers—he will see nothing of their descendants—he has nothing lasting to expect from 
their hand. Why then should he confound his life with theirs, and whence should so strange a 
surrender of himself proceed? The reciprocal position of the two men is changed—their mutual 
relations must be so too. 

I would fain illustrate all these reflections by the example of the Americans; but for this 
purpose the distinctions of persons and places must be accurately traced. In the South of the 
Union, slavery exists; all that I have just said is consequently inapplicable there. In the North, the 
majority of servants are either freedmen or the children of freedmen; these persons occupy a 
contested position in the public estimation; by the laws they are brought up to the level of their 
masters—by the manners of the country they are obstinately detruded from it. They do not 
themselves clearly know their proper place, and they are almost always either insolent or craven. 
But in the Northern States, especially in New England, there are a certain number of whites, who 
agree, for wages, to yield a temporary obedience to the will of their fellow-citizens. I have heard 
that these servants commonly perform the duties of their situation with punctuality and 
intelligence; and that without thinking themselves naturally inferior to the person who orders 
them, they submit without reluctance to obey him. They appear to me to carry into service some 
of those manly habits which independence and equality engender. Having once selected a hard 
way of life, they do not seek to escape from it by indirect means; and they have sufficient respect 
for themselves, not to refuse to their master that obedience which they have freely promised. On 
their part, masters require nothing of their servants but the faithful and rigorous performance of 
the covenant: they do not ask for marks of respect, they do not claim their love or devoted 
attachment; it is enough that, as servants, they are exact and honest. It would not then be true to 
assert that, in democratic society, the relation of servants and masters is disorganized: it is 
organized on another footing; the rule is different, but there is a rule. 

It is not my purpose to inquire whether the new state of things which I have just described is 
inferior to that which preceded it, or simply different. Enough for me that it is fixed and 
determined: for what is most important to meet with among men is not any given ordering, but 
order. But what shall I say of those sad and troubled times at which equality is established in the 
midst of the tumult of revolution—when democracy, after having been introduced into the state 
of society, still struggles with difficulty against the prejudices and manners of the country? The 
laws, and partially public opinion, already declare that no natural or permanent inferiority exists 
between the servant and the master. But this new belief has not yet reached the innermost 
convictions of the latter, or rather his heart rejects it; in the secret persuasion of his mind the 
master thinks that he belongs to a peculiar and superior race; he dares not say so, but he shudders 



Americans, to what the singular prosperity and growing strength of that people ought mainly to 
be attributed, I should reply—to the superiority of their women. 
 
 
Chapter XIII: That The Principle Of Equality Naturally Divides The Americans Into A 
Number Of Small Private Circles 

It may probably be supposed that the final consequence and necessary effect of democratic 
institutions is to confound together all the members of the community in private as well as in 
public life, and to compel them all to live in common; but this would be to ascribe a very coarse 
and oppressive form to the equality which originates in democracy. No state of society or laws 
can render men so much alike, but that education, fortune, and tastes will interpose some 
differences between them; and, though different men may sometimes find it their interest to 
combine for the same purposes, they will never make it their pleasure. They will therefore 
always tend to evade the provisions of legislation, whatever they may be; and departing in some 
one respect from the circle within which they were to be bounded, they will set up, close by the 
great political community, small private circles, united together by the similitude of their 
conditions, habits, and manners. 

In the United States the citizens have no sort of pre-eminence over each other; they owe each 
other no mutual obedience or respect; they all meet for the administration of justice, for the 
government of the State, and in general to treat of the affairs which concern their common 
welfare; but I never heard that attempts have been made to bring them all to follow the same 
diversions, or to amuse themselves promiscuously in the same places of recreation. The 
Americans, who mingle so readily in their political assemblies and courts of justice, are wont on 
the contrary carefully to separate into small distinct circles, in order to indulge by themselves in 
the enjoyments of private life. Each of them is willing to acknowledge all his fellow-citizens as 
his equals, but he will only receive a very limited number of them amongst his friends or his 
guests. This appears to me to be very natural. In proportion as the circle of public society is 
extended, it may be anticipated that the sphere of private intercourse will be contracted; far from 
supposing that the members of modern society will ultimately live in common, I am afraid that 
they may end by forming nothing but small coteries. 

Amongst aristocratic nations the different classes are like vast chambers, out of which it is 
impossible to get, into which it is impossible to enter. These classes have no communication with 
each other, but within their pale men necessarily live in daily contact; even though they would 
not naturally suit, the general conformity of a similar condition brings them nearer together. But 
when neither law nor custom professes to establish frequent and habitual relations between 
certain men, their intercourse originates in the accidental analogy of opinions and tastes; hence 
private society is infinitely varied. In democracies, where the members of the community never 
differ much from each other, and naturally stand in such propinquity that they may all at any 
time be confounded in one general mass, numerous artificial and arbitrary distinctions spring up, 
by means of which every man hopes to keep himself aloof, lest he should be carried away in the 
crowd against his will. This can never fail to be the case; for human institutions may be changed, 
but not man: whatever may be the general endeavor of a community to render its members equal 
and alike, the personal pride of individuals will always seek to rise above the line, and to form 
somewhere an inequality to their own advantage. 

In aristocracies men are separated from each other by lofty stationary barriers; in democracies 
they are divided by a number of small and almost invisible threads, which are constantly broken 



or moved from place to place. Thus, whatever may be the progress of equality, in democratic 
nations a great number of small private communities will always be formed within the general 
pale of political society; but none of them will bear any resemblance in its manners to the highest 
class in aristocracies. 
 
 
Chapter XIV: Some Reflections On American Manners 

Nothing seems at first sight less important than the outward form of human actions, yet there 
is nothing upon which men set more store: they grow used to everything except to living in a 
society which has not their own manners. The influence of the social and political state of a 
country upon manners is therefore deserving of serious examination. Manners are, generally, the 
product of the very basis of the character of a people, but they are also sometimes the result of an 
arbitrary convention between certain men; thus they are at once natural and acquired. When 
certain men perceive that they are the foremost persons in society, without contestation and 
without effort—when they are constantly engaged on large objects, leaving the more minute 
details to others—and when they live in the enjoyment of wealth which they did not amass and 
which they do not fear to lose, it may be supposed that they feel a kind of haughty disdain of the 
petty interests and practical cares of life, and that their thoughts assume a natural greatness, 
which their language and their manners denote. In democratic countries manners are generally 
devoid of dignity, because private life is there extremely petty in its character; and they are 
frequently low, because the mind has few opportunities of rising above the engrossing cares of 
domestic interests. True dignity in manners consists in always taking one's proper station, neither 
too high nor too low; and this is as much within the reach of a peasant as of a prince. In 
democracies all stations appear doubtful; hence it is that the manners of democracies, though 
often full of arrogance, are commonly wanting in dignity, and, moreover, they are never either 
well disciplined or accomplished. 

The men who live in democracies are too fluctuating for a certain number of them ever to 
succeed in laying down a code of good breeding, and in forcing people to follow it. Every man 
therefore behaves after his own fashion, and there is always a certain incoherence in the manners 
of such times, because they are moulded upon the feelings and notions of each individual, rather 
than upon an ideal model proposed for general imitation. This, however, is much more 
perceptible at the time when an aristocracy has just been overthrown than after it has long been 
destroyed. New political institutions and new social elements then bring to the same places of 
resort, and frequently compel to live in common, men whose education and habits are still 
amazingly dissimilar, and this renders the motley composition of society peculiarly visible. The 
existence of a former strict code of good breeding is still remembered, but what it contained or 
where it is to be found is already forgotten. Men have lost the common law of manners, and they 
have not yet made up their minds to do without it; but everyone endeavors to make to himself 
some sort of arbitrary and variable rule, from the remnant of former usages; so that manners have 
neither the regularity and the dignity which they often display amongst aristocratic nations, nor 
the simplicity and freedom which they sometimes assume in democracies; they are at once 
constrained and without constraint. 

This, however, is not the normal state of things. When the equality of conditions is long 
established and complete, as all men entertain nearly the same notions and do nearly the same 
things, they do not require to agree or to copy from one another in order to speak or act in the 
same manner: their manners are constantly characterized by a number of lesser diversities, but 



not by any great differences. They are never perfectly alike, because they do not copy from the 
same pattern; they are never very unlike, because their social condition is the same. At first sight 
a traveller would observe that the manners of all the Americans are exactly similar; it is only 
upon close examination that the peculiarities in which they differ may be detected. 

The English make game of the manners of the Americans; but it is singular that most of the 
writers who have drawn these ludicrous delineations belonged themselves to the middle classes 
in England, to whom the same delineations are exceedingly applicable: so that these pitiless 
censors for the most part furnish an example of the very thing they blame in the United States; 
they do not perceive that they are deriding themselves, to the great amusement of the aristocracy 
of their own country. 

Nothing is more prejudicial to democracy than its outward forms of behavior: many men 
would willingly endure its vices, who cannot support its manners. I cannot, however, admit that 
there is nothing commendable in the manners of a democratic people. Amongst aristocratic 
nations, all who live within reach of the first class in society commonly strain to be like it, which 
gives rise to ridiculous and insipid imitations. As a democratic people does not possess any 
models of high breeding, at least it escapes the daily necessity of seeing wretched copies of them. 
In democracies manners are never so refined as amongst aristocratic nations, but on the other 
hand they are never so coarse. Neither the coarse oaths of the populace, nor the elegant and 
choice expressions of the nobility are to be heard there: the manners of such a people are often 
vulgar, but they are neither brutal nor mean. I have already observed that in democracies no such 
thing as a regular code of good breeding can be laid down; this has some inconveniences and 
some advantages. In aristocracies the rules of propriety impose the same demeanor on everyone; 
they make all the members of the same class appear alike, in spite of their private inclinations; 
they adorn and they conceal the natural man. Amongst a democratic people manners are neither 
so tutored nor so uniform, but they are frequently more sincere. They form, as it were, a light and 
loosely woven veil, through which the real feelings and private opinions of each individual are 
easily discernible. The form and the substance of human actions often, therefore, stand in closer 
relation; and if the great picture of human life be less embellished, it is more true. Thus it may be 
said, in one sense, that the effect of democracy is not exactly to give men any particular manners, 
but to prevent them from having manners at all. 

The feelings, the passions, the virtues, and the vices of an aristocracy may sometimes reappear 
in a democracy, but not its manners; they are lost, and vanish forever, as soon as the democratic 
revolution is completed. It would seem that nothing is more lasting than the manners of an 
aristocratic class, for they are preserved by that class for some time after it has lost its wealth and 
its power—nor so fleeting, for no sooner have they disappeared than not a trace of them is to be 
found; and it is scarcely possible to say what they have been as soon as they have ceased to be. A 
change in the state of society works this miracle, and a few generations suffice to consummate it. 
The principal characteristics of aristocracy are handed down by history after an aristocracy is 
destroyed, but the light and exquisite touches of manners are effaced from men's memories 
almost immediately after its fall. Men can no longer conceive what these manners were when 
they have ceased to witness them; they are gone, and their departure was unseen, unfelt; for in 
order to feel that refined enjoyment which is derived from choice and distinguished manners, 
habit and education must have prepared the heart, and the taste for them is lost almost as easily 
as the practice of them. Thus not only a democratic people cannot have aristocratic manners, but 
they neither comprehend nor desire them; and as they never have thought of them, it is to their 



minds as if such things had never been. Too much importance should not be attached to this loss, 
but it may well be regretted. 

I am aware that it has not unfrequently happened that the same men have had very high-bred 
manners and very low-born feelings: the interior of courts has sufficiently shown what imposing 
externals may conceal the meanest hearts. But though the manners of aristocracy did not 
constitute virtue, they sometimes embellish virtue itself. It was no ordinary sight to see a 
numerous and powerful class of men, whose every outward action seemed constantly to be 
dictated by a natural elevation of thought and feeling, by delicacy and regularity of taste, and by 
urbanity of manners. Those manners threw a pleasing illusory charm over human nature; and 
though the picture was often a false one, it could not be viewed without a noble satisfaction. 
 
 
Chapter XV: Of The Gravity Of The Americans, And Why It Does Not Prevent Them 
From Often Committing Inconsiderate Actions 

Men who live in democratic countries do not value the simple, turbulent, or coarse diversions 
in which the people indulge in aristocratic communities: such diversions are thought by them to 
be puerile or insipid. Nor have they a greater inclination for the intellectual and refined 
amusements of the aristocratic classes. They want something productive and substantial in their 
pleasures; they want to mix actual fruition with their joy. In aristocratic communities the people 
readily give themselves up to bursts of tumultuous and boisterous gayety, which shake off at 
once the recollection of their privations: the natives of democracies are not fond of being thus 
violently broken in upon, and they never lose sight of their own selves without regret. They 
prefer to these frivolous delights those more serious and silent amusements which are like 
business, and which do not drive business wholly from their minds. An American, instead of 
going in a leisure hour to dance merrily at some place of public resort, as the fellows of his 
calling continue to do throughout the greater part of Europe, shuts himself up at home to drink. 
He thus enjoys two pleasures; he can go on thinking of his business, and he can get drunk 
decently by his own fireside. 

I thought that the English constituted the most serious nation on the face of the earth, but I 
have since seen the Americans and have changed my opinion. I do not mean to say that 
temperament has not a great deal to do with the character of the inhabitants of the United States, 
but I think that their political institutions are a still more influential cause. I believe the 
seriousness of the Americans arises partly from their pride. In democratic countries even poor 
men entertain a lofty notion of their personal importance: they look upon themselves with 
complacency, and are apt to suppose that others are looking at them, too. With this disposition 
they watch their language and their actions with care, and do not lay themselves open so as to 
betray their deficiencies; to preserve their dignity they think it necessary to retain their gravity. 

But I detect another more deep-seated and powerful cause which instinctively produces 
amongst the Americans this astonishing gravity. Under a despotism communities give way at 
times to bursts of vehement joy; but they are generally gloomy and moody, because they are 
afraid. Under absolute monarchies tempered by the customs and manners of the country, their 
spirits are often cheerful and even, because as they have some freedom and a good deal of 
security, they are exempted from the most important cares of life; but all free peoples are serious, 
because their minds are habitually absorbed by the contemplation of some dangerous or difficult 
purpose. This is more especially the case amongst those free nations which form democratic 
communities. Then there are in all classes a very large number of men constantly occupied with 



the serious affairs of the government; and those whose thoughts are not engaged in the direction 
of the commonwealth are wholly engrossed by the acquisition of a private fortune. Amongst 
such a people a serious demeanor ceases to be peculiar to certain men, and becomes a habit of 
the nation. 

We are told of small democracies in the days of antiquity, in which the citizens met upon the 
public places with garlands of roses, and spent almost all their time in dancing and theatrical 
amusements. I do not believe in such republics any more than in that of Plato; or, if the things we 
read of really happened, I do not hesitate to affirm that these supposed democracies were 
composed of very different elements from ours, and that they had nothing in common with the 
latter except their name. But it must not be supposed that, in the midst of all their toils, the 
people who live in democracies think themselves to be pitied; the contrary is remarked to be the 
case. No men are fonder of their own condition. Life would have no relish for them if they were 
delivered from the anxieties which harass them, and they show more attachment to their cares 
than aristocratic nations to their pleasures. 

I am next led to inquire how it is that these same democratic nations, which are so serious, 
sometimes act in so inconsiderate a manner. The Americans, who almost always preserve a staid 
demeanor and a frigid air, nevertheless frequently allow themselves to be borne away, far beyond 
the bound of reason, by a sudden passion or a hasty opinion, and they sometimes gravely commit 
strange absurdities. This contrast ought not to surprise us. There is one sort of ignorance which 
originates in extreme publicity. In despotic States men know not how to act, because they are 
told nothing; in democratic nations they often act at random, because nothing is to be left untold. 
The former do not know—the latter forget; and the chief features of each picture are lost to them 
in a bewilderment of details. 

It is astonishing what imprudent language a public man may sometimes use in free countries, 
and especially in democratic States, without being compromised; whereas in absolute 
monarchies a few words dropped by accident are enough to unmask him forever, and ruin him 
without hope of redemption. This is explained by what goes before. When a man speaks in the 
midst of a great crowd, many of his words are not heard, or are forthwith obliterated from the 
memories of those who hear them; but amidst the silence of a mute and motionless throng the 
slightest whisper strikes the ear. 

In democracies men are never stationary; a thousand chances waft them to and fro, and their 
life is always the sport of unforeseen or (so to speak) extemporaneous circumstances. Thus they 
are often obliged to do things which they have imperfectly learned, to say things they imperfectly 
understand, and to devote themselves to work for which they are unprepared by long 
apprenticeship. In aristocracies every man has one sole object which he unceasingly pursues, but 
amongst democratic nations the existence of man is more complex; the same mind will almost 
always embrace several objects at the same time, and these objects are frequently wholly foreign 
to each other: as it cannot know them all well, the mind is readily satisfied with imperfect 
notions of each. 

When the inhabitant of democracies is not urged by his wants, he is so at least by his desires; 
for of all the possessions which he sees around him, none are wholly beyond his reach. He 
therefore does everything in a hurry, he is always satisfied with "pretty well," and never pauses 
more than an instant to consider what he has been doing. His curiosity is at once insatiable and 
cheaply satisfied; for he cares more to know a great deal quickly than to know anything well: he 
has no time and but little taste to search things to the bottom. Thus then democratic peoples are 
grave, because their social and political condition constantly leads them to engage in serious 



occupations; and they act inconsiderately, because they give but little time and attention to each 
of these occupations. The habit of inattention must be considered as the greatest bane of the 
democratic character. 
 
 
Chapter XVI: Why The National Vanity Of The Americans Is More Restless And Captious 
Than That Of The English 

All free nations are vainglorious, but national pride is not displayed by all in the same manner. 
The Americans in their intercourse with strangers appear impatient of the smallest censure and 
insatiable of praise. The most slender eulogium is acceptable to them; the most exalted seldom 
contents them; they unceasingly harass you to extort praise, and if you resist their entreaties they 
fall to praising themselves. It would seem as if, doubting their own merit, they wished to have it 
constantly exhibited before their eyes. Their vanity is not only greedy, but restless and jealous; it 
will grant nothing, whilst it demands everything, but is ready to beg and to quarrel at the same 
time. If I say to an American that the country he lives in is a fine one, "Ay," he replies, "there is 
not its fellow in the world." If I applaud the freedom which its inhabitants enjoy, he answers, 
"Freedom is a fine thing, but few nations are worthy to enjoy it." If I remark the purity of morals 
which distinguishes the United States, "I can imagine," says he, "that a stranger, who has been 
struck by the corruption of all other nations, is astonished at the difference." At length I leave 
him to the contemplation of himself; but he returns to the charge, and does not desist till he has 
got me to repeat all I had just been saying. It is impossible to conceive a more troublesome or 
more garrulous patriotism; it wearies even those who are disposed to respect it. *a 

a  
[ See Appendix U.] 

Such is not the case with the English. An Englishman calmly enjoys the real or imaginary 
advantages which in his opinion his country possesses. If he grants nothing to other nations, 
neither does he solicit anything for his own. The censure of foreigners does not affect him, and 
their praise hardly flatters him; his position with regard to the rest of the world is one of 
disdainful and ignorant reserve: his pride requires no sustenance, it nourishes itself. It is 
remarkable that two nations, so recently sprung from the same stock, should be so opposite to 
one another in their manner of feeling and conversing. 

In aristocratic countries the great possess immense privileges, upon which their pride rests, 
without seeking to rely upon the lesser advantages which accrue to them. As these privileges 
came to them by inheritance, they regard them in some sort as a portion of themselves, or at least 
as a natural right inherent in their own persons. They therefore entertain a calm sense of their 
superiority; they do not dream of vaunting privileges which everyone perceives and no one 
contests, and these things are not sufficiently new to them to be made topics of conversation. 
They stand unmoved in their solitary greatness, well assured that they are seen of all the world 
without any effort to show themselves off, and that no one will attempt to drive them from that 
position. When an aristocracy carries on the public affairs, its national pride naturally assumes 
this reserved, indifferent, and haughty form, which is imitated by all the other classes of the 
nation. 

When, on the contrary, social conditions differ but little, the slightest privileges are of some 
importance; as every man sees around himself a million of people enjoying precisely similar or 
analogous advantages, his pride becomes craving and jealous, he clings to mere trifles, and 
doggedly defends them. In democracies, as the conditions of life are very fluctuating, men have 



almost always recently acquired the advantages which they possess; the consequence is that they 
feel extreme pleasure in exhibiting them, to show others and convince themselves that they really 
enjoy them. As at any instant these same advantages may be lost, their possessors are constantly 
on the alert, and make a point of showing that they still retain them. Men living in democracies 
love their country just as they love themselves, and they transfer the habits of their private vanity 
to their vanity as a nation. The restless and insatiable vanity of a democratic people originates so 
entirely in the equality and precariousness of social conditions, that the members of the 
haughtiest nobility display the very same passion in those lesser portions of their existence in 
which there is anything fluctuating or contested. An aristocratic class always differs greatly from 
the other classes of the nation, by the extent and perpetuity of its privileges; but it often happens 
that the only differences between the members who belong to it consist in small transient 
advantages, which may any day be lost or acquired. The members of a powerful aristocracy, 
collected in a capital or a court, have been known to contest with virulence those frivolous 
privileges which depend on the caprice of fashion or the will of their master. These persons then 
displayed towards each other precisely the same puerile jealousies which animate the men of 
democracies, the same eagerness to snatch the smallest advantages which their equals contested, 
and the same desire to parade ostentatiously those of which they were in possession. If national 
pride ever entered into the minds of courtiers, I do not question that they would display it in the 
same manner as the members of a democratic community. 
 
 
Chapter XVII: That The Aspect Of Society In The United States Is At Once Excited And 
Monotonous 

It would seem that nothing can be more adapted to stimulate and to feed curiosity than the 
aspect of the United States. Fortunes, opinions, and laws are there in ceaseless variation: it is as 
if immutable nature herself were mutable, such are the changes worked upon her by the hand of 
man. Yet in the end the sight of this excited community becomes monotonous, and after having 
watched the moving pageant for a time the spectator is tired of it. Amongst aristocratic nations 
every man is pretty nearly stationary in his own sphere; but men are astonishingly unlike each 
other—their passions, their notions, their habits, and their tastes are essentially different: nothing 
changey, but everything differs. In democracies, on the contrary, all men are alike and do things 
pretty nearly alike. It is true that they are subject to great and frequent vicissitudes; but as the 
same events of good or adverse fortune are continually recurring, the name of the actors only is 
changed, the piece is always the same. The aspect of American society is animated, because men 
and things are always changing; but it is monotonous, because all these changes are alike. 

Men living in democratic ages have many passions, but most of their passions either end in the 
love of riches or proceed from it. The cause of this is, not that their souls are narrower, but that 
the importance of money is really greater at such times. When all the members of a community 
are independent of or indifferent to each other, the co-operation of each of them can only be 
obtained by paying for it: this infinitely multiplies the purposes to which wealth may be applied, 
and increases its value. When the reverence which belonged to what is old has vanished, birth, 
condition, and profession no longer distinguish men, or scarcely distinguish them at all: hardly 
anything but money remains to create strongly marked differences between them, and to raise 
some of them above the common level. The distinction originating in wealth is increased by the 
disappearance and diminution of all other distinctions. Amongst aristocratic nations money only 
reaches to a few points on the vast circle of man's desires—in democracies it seems to lead to all. 



The love of wealth is therefore to be traced, either as a principal or an accessory motive, at the 
bottom of all that the Americans do: this gives to all their passions a sort of family likeness, and 
soon renders the survey of them exceedingly wearisome. This perpetual recurrence of the same 
passion is monotonous; the peculiar methods by which this passion seeks its own gratification 
are no less so. 

In an orderly and constituted democracy like the United States, where men cannot enrich 
themselves by war, by public office, or by political confiscation, the love of wealth mainly drives 
them into business and manufactures. Although these pursuits often bring about great 
commotions and disasters, they cannot prosper without strictly regular habits and a long routine 
of petty uniform acts. The stronger the passion is, the more regular are these habits, and the more 
uniform are these acts. It may be said that it is the vehemence of their desires which makes the 
Americans so methodical; it perturbs their minds, but it disciplines their lives. 

The remark I here apply to America may indeed be addressed to almost all our 
contemporaries. Variety is disappearing from the human race; the same ways of acting, thinking, 
and feeling are to be met with all over the world. This is not only because nations work more 
upon each other, and are more faithful in their mutual imitation; but as the men of each country 
relinquish more and more the peculiar opinions and feelings of a caste, a profession, or a family, 
they simultaneously arrive at something nearer to the constitution of man, which is everywhere 
the same. Thus they become more alike, even without having imitated each other. Like travellers 
scattered about some large wood, which is intersected by paths converging to one point, if all of 
them keep, their eyes fixed upon that point and advance towards it, they insensibly draw nearer 
together—though they seek not, though they see not, though they know not each other; and they 
will be surprised at length to find themselves all collected on the same spot. All the nations 
which take, not any particular man, but man himself, as the object of their researches and their 
imitations, are tending in the end to a similar state of society, like these travellers converging to 
the central plot of the forest. 
 
 
Chapter XVIII: Of Honor In The United States And In Democratic Communities 

It would seem that men employ two very distinct methods in the public estimation *a of the 
actions of their fellowmen; at one time they judge them by those simple notions of right and 
wrong which are diffused all over the world; at another they refer their decision to a few very 
special notions which belong exclusively to some particular age and country. It often happens 
that these two rules differ; they sometimes conflict: but they are never either entirely identified 
or entirely annulled by one another. Honor, at the periods of its greatest power, sways the will 
more than the belief of men; and even whilst they yield without hesitation and without a murmur 
to its dictates, they feel notwithstanding, by a dim but mighty instinct, the existence of a more 
general, more ancient, and more holy law, which they sometimes disobey although they cease 
not to acknowledge it. Some actions have been held to be at the same time virtuous and 
dishonorable—a refusal to fight a duel is a case in point. 

a  
[ The word "honor" is not always used in the same sense either in French or English. I. It first 
signifies the dignity, glory, or reverence which a man receives from his kind; and in this sense a 
man is said to acquire honor. 2. Honor signifies the aggregate of those rules by the assistance of 
which this dignity, glory, or reverence is obtained. Thus we say that a man has always strictly 



obeyed the laws of honor; or a man has violated his honor. In this chapter the word is always 
used in the latter sense.] 

I think these peculiarities may be otherwise explained than by the mere caprices of certain 
individuals and nations, as has hitherto been the customary mode of reasoning on the subject. 
Mankind is subject to general and lasting wants that have engendered moral laws, to the neglect 
of which men have ever and in all places attached the notion of censure and shame: to infringe 
them was "to do ill"—"to do well" was to conform to them. Within the bosom of this vast 
association of the human race, lesser associations have been formed which are called nations; 
and amidst these nations further subdivisions have assumed the names of classes or castes. Each 
of these associations forms, as it were, a separate species of the human race; and though it has no 
essential difference from the mass of mankind, to a certain extent it stands apart and has certain 
wants peculiar to itself. To these special wants must be attributed the modifications which affect 
in various degrees and in different countries the mode of considering human actions, and the 
estimate which ought to be formed of them. It is the general and permanent interest of mankind 
that men should not kill each other: but it may happen to be the peculiar and temporary interest 
of a people or a class to justify, or even to honor, homicide. 

Honor is simply that peculiar rule, founded upon a peculiar state of society, by the application 
of which a people or a class allot praise or blame. Nothing is more unproductive to the mind than 
an abstract idea; I therefore hasten to call in the aid of facts and examples to illustrate my 
meaning. 

I select the most extraordinary kind of honor which was ever known in the world, and that 
which we are best acquainted with, viz., aristocratic honor springing out of feudal society. I shall 
explain it by means of the principle already laid down, and I shall explain the principle by means 
of the illustration. I am not here led to inquire when and how the aristocracy of the Middle Ages 
came into existence, why it was so deeply severed from the remainder of the nation, or what 
founded and consolidated its power. I take its existence as an established fact, and I am 
endeavoring to account for the peculiar view which it took of the greater part of human actions. 
The first thing that strikes me is, that in the feudal world actions were not always praised or 
blamed with reference to their intrinsic worth, but that they were sometimes appreciated 
exclusively with reference to the person who was the actor or the object of them, which is 
repugnant to the general conscience of mankind. Thus some of the actions which were 
indifferent on the part of a man in humble life, dishonored a noble; others changed their whole 
character according as the person aggrieved by them belonged or did not belong to the 
aristocracy. When these different notions first arose, the nobility formed a distinct body amidst 
the people, which it commanded from the inaccessible heights where it was ensconced. To 
maintain this peculiar position, which constituted its strength, it not only required political 
privileges, but it required a standard of right and wrong for its own especial use. That some 
particular virtue or vice belonged to the nobility rather than to the humble classes—that certain 
actions were guiltless when they affected the villain, which were criminal when they touched the 
noble—these were often arbitrary matters; but that honor or shame should be attached to a man's 
actions according to his condition, was a result of the internal constitution of an aristocratic 
community. This has been actually the case in all the countries which have had an aristocracy; as 
long as a trace of the principle remains, these peculiarities will still exist; to debauch a woman of 
color scarcely injures the reputation of an American—to marry her dishonors him. 

In some cases feudal honor enjoined revenge, and stigmatized the forgiveness of insults; in 
others it imperiously commanded men to conquer their own passions, and imposed forgetfulness 



of self. It did not make humanity or kindness its law, but it extolled generosity; it set more store 
on liberality than on benevolence; it allowed men to enrich themselves by gambling or by war, 
but not by labor; it preferred great crimes to small earnings; cupidity was less distasteful to it 
than avarice; violence it often sanctioned, but cunning and treachery it invariably reprobated as 
contemptible. These fantastical notions did not proceed exclusively from the caprices of those 
who entertained them. A class which has succeeded in placing itself at the head of and above all 
others, and which makes perpetual exertions to maintain this lofty position, must especially 
honor those virtues which are conspicuous for their dignity and splendor, and which may be 
easily combined with pride and the love of power. Such men would not hesitate to invert the 
natural order of the conscience in order to give those virtues precedence before all others. It may 
even be conceived that some of the more bold and brilliant vices would readily be set above the 
quiet, unpretending virtues. The very existence of such a class in society renders these things 
unavoidable. 

The nobles of the Middle Ages placed military courage foremost amongst virtues, and in lieu 
of many of them. This was again a peculiar opinion which arose necessarily from the peculiarity 
of the state of society. Feudal aristocracy existed by war and for war; its power had been founded 
by arms, and by arms that power was maintained; it therefore required nothing more than 
military courage, and that quality was naturally exalted above all others; whatever denoted it, 
even at the expense of reason and humanity, was therefore approved and frequently enjoined by 
the manners of the time. Such was the main principle; the caprice of man was only to be traced in 
minuter details. That a man should regard a tap on the cheek as an unbearable insult, and should 
be obliged to kill in single combat the person who struck him thus lightly, is an arbitrary rule; but 
that a noble could not tranquilly receive an insult, and was dishonored if he allowed himself to 
take a blow without fighting, were direct consequences of the fundamental principles and the 
wants of military aristocracy. 

Thus it was true to a certain extent to assert that the laws of honor were capricious; but these 
caprices of honor were always confined within certain necessary limits. The peculiar rule, which 
was called honor by our forefathers, is so far from being an arbitrary law in my eyes, that I 
would readily engage to ascribe its most incoherent and fantastical injunctions to a small number 
of fixed and invariable wants inherent in feudal society. 

If I were to trace the notion of feudal honor into the domain of politics, I should not find it 
more difficult to explain its dictates. The state of society and the political institutions of the 
Middle Ages were such, that the supreme power of the nation never governed the community 
directly. That power did not exist in the eyes of the people: every man looked up to a certain 
individual whom he was bound to obey; by that intermediate personage he was connected with 
all the others. Thus in feudal society the whole system of the commonwealth rested upon the 
sentiment of fidelity to the person of the lord: to destroy that sentiment was to open the sluices of 
anarchy. Fidelity to a political superior was, moreover, a sentiment of which all the members of 
the aristocracy had constant opportunities of estimating the importance; for every one of them 
was a vassal as well as a lord, and had to command as well as to obey. To remain faithful to the 
lord, to sacrifice one's self for him if called upon, to share his good or evil fortunes, to stand by 
him in his undertakings whatever they might be—such were the first injunctions of feudal honor 
in relation to the political institutions of those times. The treachery of a vassal was branded with 
extraordinary severity by public opinion, and a name of peculiar infamy was invented for the 
offence which was called "felony." 



On the contrary, few traces are to be found in the Middle Ages of the passion which 
constituted the life of the nations of antiquity—I mean patriotism; the word itself is not of very 
ancient date in the language. *b Feudal institutions concealed the country at large from men's 
sight, and rendered the love of it less necessary. The nation was forgotten in the passions which 
attached men to persons. Hence it was no part of the strict law of feudal honor to remain faithful 
to one's country. Not indeed that the love of their country did not exist in the hearts of our 
forefathers; but it constituted a dim and feeble instinct, which has grown more clear and strong in 
proportion as aristocratic classes have been abolished, and the supreme power of the nation 
centralized. This may be clearly seen from the contrary judgments which European nations have 
passed upon the various events of their histories, according to the generations by which such 
judgments have been formed. The circumstance which most dishonored the Constable de 
Bourbon in the eyes of his contemporaries was that he bore arms against his king: that which 
most dishonors him in our eyes, is that he made war against his country; we brand him as deeply 
as our forefathers did, but for different reasons. 

b  
[ Even the word "patrie" was not used by the French writers until the sixteenth century.] 

I have chosen the honor of feudal times by way of illustration of my meaning, because its 
characteristics are more distinctly marked and more familiar to us than those of any other period; 
but I might have taken an example elsewhere, and I should have reached the same conclusion by 
a different road. Although we are less perfectly acquainted with the Romans than with our own 
ancestors, yet we know that certain peculiar notions of glory and disgrace obtained amongst 
them, which were not solely derived from the general principles of right and wrong. Many 
human actions were judged differently, according as they affected a Roman citizen or a stranger, 
a freeman or a slave; certain vices were blazoned abroad, certain virtues were extolled above all 
others. "In that age," says Plutarch in the life of Coriolanus, "martial prowess was more honored 
and prized in Rome than all the other virtues, insomuch that it was called virtus, the name of 
virtue itself, by applying the name of the kind to this particular species; so that virtue in Latin 
was as much as to say valor." Can anyone fail to recognize the peculiar want of that singular 
community which was formed for the conquest of the world? 

Any nation would furnish us with similar grounds of observation; for, as I have already 
remarked, whenever men collect together as a distinct community, the notion of honor instantly 
grows up amongst them; that is to say, a system of opinions peculiar to themselves as to what is 
blamable or commendable; and these peculiar rules always originate in the special habits and 
special interests of the community. This is applicable to a certain extent to democratic 
communities as well as to others, as we shall now proceed to prove by the example of the 
Americans. *c Some loose notions of the old aristocratic honor of Europe are still to be found 
scattered amongst the opinions of the Americans; but these traditional opinions are few in 
number, they have but little root in the country, and but little power. They are like a religion 
which has still some temples left standing, though men have ceased to believe in it. But amidst 
these half-obliterated notions of exotic honor, some new opinions have sprung up, which 
constitute what may be termed in our days American honor. I have shown how the Americans 
are constantly driven to engage in commerce and industry. Their origin, their social condition, 
their political institutions, and even the spot they inhabit, urge them irresistibly in this direction. 
Their present condition is then that of an almost exclusively manufacturing and commercial 
association, placed in the midst of a new and boundless country, which their principal object is to 
explore for purposes of profit. This is the characteristic which most peculiarly distinguishes the 



American people from all others at the present time. All those quiet virtues which tend to give a 
regular movement to the community, and to encourage business, will therefore be held in 
peculiar honor by that people, and to neglect those virtues will be to incur public contempt. All 
the more turbulent virtues, which often dazzle, but more frequently disturb society, will on the 
contrary occupy a subordinate rank in the estimation of this same people: they may be neglected 
without forfeiting the esteem of the community—to acquire them would perhaps be to run a risk 
of losing it. 

c  
[ I speak here of the Americans inhabiting those States where slavery does not exist; they alone 
can be said to present a complete picture of democratic society.] 

The Americans make a no less arbitrary classification of men's vices. There are certain 
propensities which appear censurable to the general reason and the universal conscience of 
mankind, but which happen to agree with the peculiar and temporary wants of the American 
community: these propensities are lightly reproved, sometimes even encouraged; for instance, 
the love of wealth and the secondary propensities connected with it may be more particularly 
cited. To clear, to till, and to transform the vast uninhabited continent which is his domain, the 
American requires the daily support of an energetic passion; that passion can only be the love of 
wealth; the passion for wealth is therefore not reprobated in America, and provided it does not go 
beyond the bounds assigned to it for public security, it is held in honor. The American lauds as a 
noble and praiseworthy ambition what our own forefathers in the Middle Ages stigmatized as 
servile cupidity, just as he treats as a blind and barbarous frenzy that ardor of conquest and 
martial temper which bore them to battle. In the United States fortunes are lost and regained 
without difficulty; the country is boundless, and its resources inexhaustible. The people have all 
the wants and cravings of a growing creature; and whatever be their efforts, they are always 
surrounded by more than they can appropriate. It is not the ruin of a few individuals which may 
be soon repaired, but the inactivity and sloth of the community at large which would be fatal to 
such a people. Boldness of enterprise is the foremost cause of its rapid progress, its strength, and 
its greatness. Commercial business is there like a vast lottery, by which a small number of men 
continually lose, but the State is always a gainer; such a people ought therefore to encourage and 
do honor to boldness in commercial speculations. But any bold speculation risks the fortune of 
the speculator and of all those who put their trust in him. The Americans, who make a virtue of 
commercial temerity, have no right in any case to brand with disgrace those who practise it. 
Hence arises the strange indulgence which is shown to bankrupts in the United States; their 
honor does not suffer by such an accident. In this respect the Americans differ, not only from the 
nations of Europe, but from all the commercial nations of our time, and accordingly they 
resemble none of them in their position or their wants. 

In America all those vices which tend to impair the purity of morals, and to destroy the 
conjugal tie, are treated with a degree of severity which is unknown in the rest of the world. At 
first sight this seems strangely at variance with the tolerance shown there on other subjects, and 
one is surprised to meet with a morality so relaxed and so austere amongst the selfsame people. 
But these things are less incoherent than they seem to be. Public opinion in the United States 
very gently represses that love of wealth which promotes the commercial greatness and the 
prosperity of the nation, and it especially condemns that laxity of morals which diverts the 
human mind from the pursuit of well-being, and disturbs the internal order of domestic life 
which is so necessary to success in business. To earn the esteem of their countrymen, the 



Americans are therefore constrained to adapt themselves to orderly habits—and it may be said in 
this sense that they make it a matter of honor to live chastely. 

On one point American honor accords with the notions of honor acknowledged in Europe; it 
places courage as the highest virtue, and treats it as the greatest of the moral necessities of man; 
but the notion of courage itself assumes a different aspect. In the United States martial valor is 
but little prized; the courage which is best known and most esteemed is that which emboldens 
men to brave the dangers of the ocean, in order to arrive earlier in port—to support the privations 
of the wilderness without complaint, and solitude more cruel than privations—the courage which 
renders them almost insensible to the loss of a fortune laboriously acquired, and instantly 
prompts to fresh exertions to make another. Courage of this kind is peculiarly necessary to the 
maintenance and prosperity of the American communities, and it is held by them in peculiar 
honor and estimation; to betray a want of it is to incur certain disgrace. 

I have yet another characteristic point which may serve to place the idea of this chapter in 
stronger relief. In a democratic society like that of the United States, where fortunes are scanty 
and insecure, everybody works, and work opens a way to everything: this has changed the point 
of honor quite round, and has turned it against idleness. I have sometimes met in America with 
young men of wealth, personally disinclined to all laborious exertion, but who had been 
compelled to embrace a profession. Their disposition and their fortune allowed them to remain 
without employment; public opinion forbade it, too imperiously to be disobeyed. In the European 
countries, on the contrary, where aristocracy is still struggling with the flood which overwhelms 
it, I have often seen men, constantly spurred on by their wants and desires, remain in idleness, in 
order not to lose the esteem of their equals; and I have known them submit to ennui and 
privations rather than to work. No one can fail to perceive that these opposite obligations are two 
different rules of conduct, both nevertheless originating in the notion of honor. 

What our forefathers designated as honor absolutely was in reality only one of its forms; they 
gave a generic name to what was only a species. Honor therefore is to be found in democratic as 
well as in aristocratic ages, but it will not be difficult to show that it assumes a different aspect in 
the former. Not only are its injunctions different, but we shall shortly see that they are less 
numerous, less precise, and that its dictates are less rigorously obeyed. The position of a caste is 
always much more peculiar than that of a people. Nothing is so much out of the way of the world 
as a small community invariably composed of the same families (as was for instance the 
aristocracy of the Middle Ages), whose object is to concentrate and to retain, exclusively and 
hereditarily, education, wealth, and power amongst its own members. But the more out of the 
way the position of a community happens to be, the more numerous are its special wants, and the 
more extensive are its notions of honor corresponding to those wants. The rules of honor will 
therefore always be less numerous amongst a people not divided into castes than amongst any 
other. If ever any nations are constituted in which it may even be difficult to find any peculiar 
classes of society, the notion of honor will be confined to a small number of precepts, which will 
be more and more in accordance with the moral laws adopted by the mass of mankind. Thus the 
laws of honor will be less peculiar and less multifarious amongst a democratic people than in an 
aristocracy. They will also be more obscure; and this is a necessary consequence of what goes 
before; for as the distinguishing marks of honor are less numerous and less peculiar, it must often 
be difficult to distinguish them. To this, other reasons may be added. Amongst the aristocratic 
nations of the Middle Ages, generation succeeded generation in vain; each family was like a 
never-dying, ever-stationary man, and the state of opinions was hardly more changeable than that 
of conditions. Everyone then had always the same objects before his eyes, which he 



contemplated from the same point; his eyes gradually detected the smallest details, and his 
discernment could not fail to become in the end clear and accurate. Thus not only had the men of 
feudal times very extraordinary opinions in matters of honor, but each of those opinions was 
present to their minds under a clear and precise form. 

This can never be the case in America, where all men are in constant motion; and where 
society, transformed daily by its own operations, changes its opinions together with its wants. In 
such a country men have glimpses of the rules of honor, but they have seldom time to fix 
attention upon them. 

But even if society were motionless, it would still be difficult to determine the meaning which 
ought to be attached to the word "honor." In the Middle Ages, as each class had its own honor, 
the same opinion was never received at the same time by a large number of men; and this 
rendered it possible to give it a determined and accurate form, which was the more easy, as all 
those by whom it was received, having a perfectly identical and most peculiar position, were 
naturally disposed to agree upon the points of a law which was made for themselves alone. Thus 
the code of honor became a complete and detailed system, in which everything was anticipated 
and provided for beforehand, and a fixed and always palpable standard was applied to human 
actions. Amongst a democratic nation, like the Americans, in which ranks are identified, and the 
whole of society forms one single mass, composed of elements which are all analogous though 
not entirely similar, it is impossible ever to agree beforehand on what shall or shall not be 
allowed by the laws of honor. Amongst that people, indeed, some national wants do exist which 
give rise to opinions common to the whole nation on points of honor; but these opinions never 
occur at the same time, in the same manner, or with the same intensity to the minds of the whole 
community; the law of honor exists, but it has no organs to promulgate it. 

The confusion is far greater still in a democratic country like France, where the different 
classes of which the former fabric of society was composed, being brought together but not yet 
mingled, import day by day into each other's circles various and sometimes conflicting notions of 
honor—where every man, at his own will and pleasure, forsakes one portion of his forefathers' 
creed, and retains another; so that, amidst so many arbitrary measures, no common rule can ever 
be established, and it is almost impossible to predict which actions will be held in honor and 
which will be thought disgraceful. Such times are wretched, but they are of short duration. 

As honor, amongst democratic nations, is imperfectly defined, its influence is of course less 
powerful; for it is difficult to apply with certainty and firmness a law which is not distinctly 
known. Public opinion, the natural and supreme interpreter of the laws of honor, not clearly 
discerning to which side censure or approval ought to lean, can only pronounce a hesitating 
judgment. Sometimes the opinion of the public may contradict itself; more frequently it does not 
act, and lets things pass. 

The weakness of the sense of honor in democracies also arises from several other causes. In 
aristocratic countries, the same notions of honor are always entertained by only a few persons, 
always limited in number, often separated from the rest of their fellow-citizens. Honor is easily 
mingled and identified in their minds with the idea of all that distinguishes their own position; it 
appears to them as the chief characteristic of their own rank; they apply its different rules with all 
the warmth of personal interest, and they feel (if I may use the expression) a passion for 
complying with its dictates. This truth is extremely obvious in the old black-letter lawbooks on 
the subject of "trial by battel." The nobles, in their disputes, were bound to use the lance and 
sword; whereas the villains used only sticks amongst themselves, "inasmuch as," to use the 
words of the old books, "villains have no honor." This did not mean, as it may be imagined at the 



present day, that these people were contemptible; but simply that their actions were not to be 
judged by the same rules which were applied to the actions of the aristocracy. 

It is surprising, at first sight, that when the sense of honor is most predominant, its injunctions 
are usually most strange; so that the further it is removed from common reason the better it is 
obeyed; whence it has sometimes been inferred that the laws of honor were strengthened by their 
own extravagance. The two things indeed originate from the same source, but the one is not 
derived from the other. Honor becomes fantastical in proportion to the peculiarity of the wants 
which it denotes, and the paucity of the men by whom those wants are felt; and it is because it 
denotes wants of this kind that its influence is great. Thus the notion of honor is not the stronger 
for being fantastical, but it is fantastical and strong from the selfsame cause. 

Further, amongst aristocratic nations each rank is different, but all ranks are fixed; every man 
occupies a place in his own sphere which he cannot relinquish, and he lives there amidst other 
men who are bound by the same ties. Amongst these nations no man can either hope or fear to 
escape being seen; no man is placed so low but that he has a stage of his own, and none can 
avoid censure or applause by his obscurity. In democratic States on the contrary, where all the 
members of the community are mingled in the same crowd and in constant agitation, public 
opinion has no hold on men; they disappear at every instant, and elude its power. Consequently 
the dictates of honor will be there less imperious and less stringent; for honor acts solely for the 
public eye—differing in this respect from mere virtue, which lives upon itself contented with its 
own approval. 

If the reader has distinctly apprehended all that goes before, he will understand that there is a 
close and necessary relation between the inequality of social conditions and what has here been 
styled honor—a relation which, if I am not mistaken, had not before been clearly pointed out. I 
shall therefore make one more attempt to illustrate it satisfactorily. Suppose a nation stands apart 
from the rest of mankind: independently of certain general wants inherent in the human race, it 
will also have wants and interests peculiar to itself: certain opinions of censure or approbation 
forthwith arise in the community, which are peculiar to itself, and which are styled honor by the 
members of that community. Now suppose that in this same nation a caste arises, which, in its 
turn, stands apart from all the other classes, and contracts certain peculiar wants, which give rise 
in their turn to special opinions. The honor of this caste, composed of a medley of the peculiar 
notions of the nation, and the still more peculiar notions of the caste, will be as remote as it is 
possible to conceive from the simple and general opinions of men. 

Having reached this extreme point of the argument, I now return. When ranks are commingled 
and privileges abolished, the men of whom a nation is composed being once more equal and 
alike, their interests and wants become identical, and all the peculiar notions which each caste 
styled honor successively disappear: the notion of honor no longer proceeds from any other 
source than the wants peculiar to the nation at large, and it denotes the individual character of 
that nation to the world. Lastly, if it be allowable to suppose that all the races of mankind should 
be commingled, and that all the peoples of earth should ultimately come to have the same 
interests, the same wants, undistinguished from each other by any characteristic peculiarities, no 
conventional value whatever would then be attached to men's actions; they would all be regarded 
by all in the same light; the general necessities of mankind, revealed by conscience to every man, 
would become the common standard. The simple and general notions of right and wrong only 
would then be recognized in the world, to which, by a natural and necessary tie, the idea of 
censure or approbation would be attached. Thus, to comprise all my meaning in a single 
proposition, the dissimilarities and inequalities of men gave rise to the notion of honor; that 



notion is weakened in proportion as these differences are obliterated, and with them it would 
disappear. 
 
 
Chapter XIX: Why So Many Ambitious Men And So Little Lofty Ambition Are To Be 
Found In The United States 

The first thing which strikes a traveller in the United States is the innumerable multitude of 
those who seek to throw off their original condition; and the second is the rarity of lofty ambition 
to be observed in the midst of the universally ambitious stir of society. No Americans are devoid 
of a yearning desire to rise; but hardly any appear to entertain hopes of great magnitude, or to 
drive at very lofty aims. All are constantly seeking to acquire property, power, and reputation—
few contemplate these things upon a great scale; and this is the more surprising, as nothing is to 
be discerned in the manners or laws of America to limit desire, or to prevent it from spreading its 
impulses in every direction. It seems difficult to attribute this singular state of things to the 
equality of social conditions; for at the instant when that same equality was established in 
France, the flight of ambition became unbounded. Nevertheless, I think that the principal cause 
which may be assigned to this fact is to be found in the social condition and democratic manners 
of the Americans. 

All revolutions enlarge the ambition of men: this proposition is more peculiarly true of those 
revolutions which overthrow an aristocracy. When the former barriers which kept back the 
multitude from fame and power are suddenly thrown down, a violent and universal rise takes 
place towards that eminence so long coveted and at length to be enjoyed. In this first burst of 
triumph nothing seems impossible to anyone: not only are desires boundless, but the power of 
satisfying them seems almost boundless, too. Amidst the general and sudden renewal of laws and 
customs, in this vast confusion of all men and all ordinances, the various members of the 
community rise and sink again with excessive rapidity; and power passes so quickly from hand 
to hand that none need despair of catching it in turn. It must be recollected, moreover, that the 
people who destroy an aristocracy have lived under its laws; they have witnessed its splendor, 
and they have unconsciously imbibed the feelings and notions which it entertained. Thus at the 
moment when an aristocracy is dissolved, its spirit still pervades the mass of the community, and 
its tendencies are retained long after it has been defeated. Ambition is therefore always 
extremely great as long as a democratic revolution lasts, and it will remain so for some time after 
the revolution is consummated. The reminiscence of the extraordinary events which men have 
witnessed is not obliterated from their memory in a day. The passions which a revolution has 
roused do not disappear at its close. A sense of instability remains in the midst of re-established 
order: a notion of easy success survives the strange vicissitudes which gave it birth; desires still 
remain extremely enlarged, when the means of satisfying them are diminished day by day. The 
taste for large fortunes subsists, though large fortunes are rare: and on every side we trace the 
ravages of inordinate and hapless ambition kindled in hearts which they consume in secret and in 
vain. 

At length, however, the last vestiges of the struggle are effaced; the remains of aristocracy 
completely disappear; the great events by which its fall was attended are forgotten; peace 
succeeds to war, and the sway of order is restored in the new realm; desires are again adapted to 
the means by which they may be fulfilled; the wants, the opinions, and the feelings of men 
cohere once more; the level of the community is permanently determined, and democratic 
society established. A democratic nation, arrived at this permanent and regular state of things, 



will present a very different spectacle from that which we have just described; and we may 
readily conclude that, if ambition becomes great whilst the conditions of society are growing 
equal, it loses that quality when they have grown so. As wealth is subdivided and knowledge 
diffused, no one is entirely destitute of education or of property; the privileges and 
disqualifications of caste being abolished, and men having shattered the bonds which held them 
fixed, the notion of advancement suggests itself to every mind, the desire to rise swells in every 
heart, and all men want to mount above their station: ambition is the universal feeling. 

But if the equality of conditions gives some resources to all the members of the community, it 
also prevents any of them from having resources of great extent, which necessarily circumscribes 
their desires within somewhat narrow limits. Thus amongst democratic nations ambition is 
ardent and continual, but its aim is not habitually lofty; and life is generally spent in eagerly 
coveting small objects which are within reach. What chiefly diverts the men of democracies from 
lofty ambition is not the scantiness of their fortunes, but the vehemence of the exertions they 
daily make to improve them. They strain their faculties to the utmost to achieve paltry results, 
and this cannot fail speedily to limit their discernment and to circumscribe their powers. They 
might be much poorer and still be greater. The small number of opulent citizens who are to be 
found amidst a democracy do not constitute an exception to this rule. A man who raises himself 
by degrees to wealth and power, contracts, in the course of this protracted labor, habits of 
prudence and restraint which he cannot afterwards shake off. A man cannot enlarge his mind as 
he would his house. The same observation is applicable to the sons of such a man; they are born, 
it is true, in a lofty position, but their parents were humble; they have grown up amidst feelings 
and notions which they cannot afterwards easily get rid of; and it may be presumed that they will 
inherit the propensities of their father as well as his wealth. It may happen, on the contrary, that 
the poorest scion of a powerful aristocracy may display vast ambition, because the traditional 
opinions of his race and the general spirit of his order still buoy him up for some time above his 
fortune. Another thing which prevents the men of democratic periods from easily indulging in 
the pursuit of lofty objects, is the lapse of time which they foresee must take place before they 
can be ready to approach them. "It is a great advantage," says Pascal, "to be a man of quality, 
since it brings one man as forward at eighteen or twenty as another man would be at fifty, which 
is a clear gain of thirty years." Those thirty years are commonly wanting to the ambitious 
characters of democracies. The principle of equality, which allows every man to arrive at 
everything, prevents all men from rapid advancement. 

In a democratic society, as well as elsewhere, there are only a certain number of great fortunes 
to be made; and as the paths which lead to them are indiscriminately open to all, the progress of 
all must necessarily be slackened. As the candidates appear to be nearly alike, and as it is 
difficult to make a selection without infringing the principle of equality, which is the supreme 
law of democratic societies, the first idea which suggests itself is to make them all advance at the 
same rate and submit to the same probation. Thus in proportion as men become more alike, and 
the principle of equality is more peaceably and deeply infused into the institutions and manners 
of the country, the rules of advancement become more inflexible, advancement itself slower, the 
difficulty of arriving quickly at a certain height far greater. From hatred of privilege and from the 
embarrassment of choosing, all men are at last constrained, whatever may be their standard, to 
pass the same ordeal; all are indiscriminately subjected to a multitude of petty preliminary 
exercises, in which their youth is wasted and their imagination quenched, so that they despair of 
ever fully attaining what is held out to them; and when at length they are in a condition to 
perform any extraordinary acts, the taste for such things has forsaken them. 



In China, where the equality of conditions is exceedingly great and very ancient, no man 
passes from one public office to another without undergoing a probationary trial. This probation 
occurs afresh at every stage of his career; and the notion is now so rooted in the manners of the 
people that I remember to have read a Chinese novel, in which the hero, after numberless 
crosses, succeeds at length in touching the heart of his mistress by taking honors. A lofty 
ambition breathes with difficulty in such an atmosphere. 

The remark I apply to politics extends to everything; equality everywhere produces the same 
effects; where the laws of a country do not regulate and retard the advancement of men by 
positive enactment, competition attains the same end. In a well-established democratic 
community great and rapid elevation is therefore rare; it forms an exception to the common rule; 
and it is the singularity of such occurrences that makes men forget how rarely they happen. Men 
living in democracies ultimately discover these things; they find out at last that the laws of their 
country open a boundless field of action before them, but that no one can hope to hasten across 
it. Between them and the final object of their desires, they perceive a multitude of small 
intermediate impediments, which must be slowly surmounted: this prospect wearies and 
discourages their ambition at once. They therefore give up hopes so doubtful and remote, to 
search nearer to themselves for less lofty and more easy enjoyments. Their horizon is not 
bounded by the laws but narrowed by themselves. 

I have remarked that lofty ambitions are more rare in the ages of democracy than in times of 
aristocracy: I may add that when, in spite of these natural obstacles, they do spring into 
existence, their character is different. In aristocracies the career of ambition is often wide, but its 
boundaries are determined. In democracies ambition commonly ranges in a narrower field, but if 
once it gets beyond that, hardly any limits can be assigned to it. As men are individually weak—
as they live asunder, and in constant motion—as precedents are of little authority and laws but of 
short duration, resistance to novelty is languid, and the fabric of society never appears perfectly 
erect or firmly consolidated. So that, when once an ambitious man has the power in his grasp, 
there is nothing he may noted are; and when it is gone from him, he meditates the overthrow of 
the State to regain it. This gives to great political ambition a character of revolutionary violence, 
which it seldom exhibits to an equal degree in aristocratic communities. The common aspect of 
democratic nations will present a great number of small and very rational objects of ambition, 
from amongst which a few ill-controlled desires of a larger growth will at intervals break out: but 
no such a thing as ambition conceived and contrived on a vast scale is to be met with there. 

I have shown elsewhere by what secret influence the principle of equality makes the passion 
for physical gratifications and the exclusive love of the present predominate in the human heart: 
these different propensities mingle with the sentiment of ambition, and tinge it, as it were, with 
their hues. I believe that ambitious men in democracies are less engrossed than any others with 
the interests and the judgment of posterity; the present moment alone engages and absorbs them. 
They are more apt to complete a number of undertakings with rapidity than to raise lasting 
monuments of their achievements; and they care much more for success than for fame. What 
they most ask of men is obedience—what they most covet is empire. Their manners have in 
almost all cases remained below the height of their station; the consequence is that they 
frequently carry very low tastes into their extraordinary fortunes, and that they seem to have 
acquired the supreme power only to minister to their coarse or paltry pleasures. 

I think that in our time it is very necessary to cleanse, to regulate, and to adapt the feeling of 
ambition, but that it would be extremely dangerous to seek to impoverish and to repress it over-
much. We should attempt to lay down certain extreme limits, which it should never be allowed to 



outstep; but its range within those established limits should not be too much checked. I confess 
that I apprehend much less for democratic society from the boldness than from the mediocrity of 
desires. What appears to me most to be dreaded is that, in the midst of the small incessant 
occupations of private life, ambition should lose its vigor and its greatness—that the passions of 
man should abate, but at the same time be lowered, so that the march of society should every day 
become more tranquil and less aspiring. I think then that the leaders of modern society would be 
wrong to seek to lull the community by a state of too uniform and too peaceful happiness; and 
that it is well to expose it from time to time to matters of difficulty and danger, in order to raise 
ambition and to give it a field of action. Moralists are constantly complaining that the ruling vice 
of the present time is pride. This is true in one sense, for indeed no one thinks that he is not better 
than his neighbor, or consents to obey his superior: but it is extremely false in another; for the 
same man who cannot endure subordination or equality, has so contemptible an opinion of 
himself that he thinks he is only born to indulge in vulgar pleasures. He willingly takes up with 
low desires, without daring to embark in lofty enterprises, of which he scarcely dreams. Thus, far 
from thinking that humility ought to be preached to our contemporaries, I would have endeavors 
made to give them a more enlarged idea of themselves and of their kind. Humility is 
unwholesome to them; what they most want is, in my opinion, pride. I would willingly exchange 
several of our small virtues for this one vice. 
 
 
Chapter XX: The Trade Of Place-Hunting In Certain Democratic Countries 

In the United States as soon as a man has acquired some education and pecuniary resources, 
he either endeavors to get rich by commerce or industry, or he buys land in the bush and turns 
pioneer. All that he asks of the State is not to be disturbed in his toil, and to be secure of his 
earnings. Amongst the greater part of European nations, when a man begins to feel his strength 
and to extend his desires, the first thing that occurs to him is to get some public employment. 
These opposite effects, originating in the same cause, deserve our passing notice. 

When public employments are few in number, ill-paid and precarious, whilst the different 
lines of business are numerous and lucrative, it is to business, and not to official duties, that the 
new and eager desires engendered by the principle of equality turn from every side. But if, whilst 
the ranks of society are becoming more equal, the education of the people remains incomplete, or 
their spirit the reverse of bold—if commerce and industry, checked in their growth, afford only 
slow and arduous means of making a fortune—the various members of the community, 
despairing of ameliorating their own condition, rush to the head of the State and demand its 
assistance. To relieve their own necessities at the cost of the public treasury, appears to them to 
be the easiest and most open, if not the only, way they have to rise above a condition which no 
longer contents them; place-hunting becomes the most generally followed of all trades. This 
must especially be the case, in those great centralized monarchies in which the number of paid 
offices is immense, and the tenure of them tolerably secure, so that no one despairs of obtaining 
a place, and of enjoying it as undisturbedly as a hereditary fortune. 

I shall not remark that the universal and inordinate desire for place is a great social evil; that it 
destroys the spirit of independence in the citizen, and diffuses a venal and servile humor 
throughout the frame of society; that it stifles the manlier virtues: nor shall I be at the pains to 
demonstrate that this kind of traffic only creates an unproductive activity, which agitates the 
country without adding to its resources: all these things are obvious. But I would observe, that a 
government which encourages this tendency risks its own tranquillity, and places its very 



Chapter XXII: Why Democratic Nations Are Naturally Desirous Of Peace, And 
Democratic Armies Of War 

The same interests, the same fears, the same passions which deter democratic nations from 
revolutions, deter them also from war; the spirit of military glory and the spirit of revolution are 
weakened at the same time and by the same causes. The ever-increasing numbers of men of 
property—lovers of peace, the growth of personal wealth which war so rapidly consumes, the 
mildness of manners, the gentleness of heart, those tendencies to pity which are engendered by 
the equality of conditions, that coolness of understanding which renders men comparatively 
insensible to the violent and poetical excitement of arms—all these causes concur to quench the 
military spirit. I think it may be admitted as a general and constant rule, that, amongst civilized 
nations, the warlike passions will become more rare and less intense in proportion as social 
conditions shall be more equal. War is nevertheless an occurrence to which all nations are 
subject, democratic nations as well as others. Whatever taste they may have for peace, they must 
hold themselves in readiness to repel aggression, or in other words they must have an army. 

Fortune, which has conferred so many peculiar benefits upon the inhabitants of the United 
States, has placed them in the midst of a wilderness, where they have, so to speak, no neighbors: 
a few thousand soldiers are sufficient for their wants; but this is peculiar to America, not to 
democracy. The equality of conditions, and the manners as well as the institutions resulting from 
it, do not exempt a democratic people from the necessity of standing armies, and their armies 
always exercise a powerful influence over their fate. It is therefore of singular importance to 
inquire what are the natural propensities of the men of whom these armies are composed. 

Amongst aristocratic nations, especially amongst those in which birth is the only source of 
rank, the same inequality exists in the army as in the nation; the officer is noble, the soldier is a 
serf; the one is naturally called upon to command, the other to obey. In aristocratic armies, the 
private soldier's ambition is therefore circumscribed within very narrow limits. Nor has the 
ambition of the officer an unlimited range. An aristocratic body not only forms a part of the scale 
of ranks in the nation, but it contains a scale of ranks within itself: the members of whom it is 
composed are placed one above another, in a particular and unvarying manner. Thus one man is 
born to the command of a regiment, another to that of a company; when once they have reached 
the utmost object of their hopes, they stop of their own accord, and remain contented with their 
lot. There is, besides, a strong cause, which, in aristocracies, weakens the officer's desire of 
promotion. Amongst aristocratic nations, an officer, independently of his rank in the army, also 
occupies an elevated rank in society; the former is almost always in his eyes only an appendage 
to the latter. A nobleman who embraces the profession of arms follows it less from motives of 
ambition than from a sense of the duties imposed on him by his birth. He enters the army in order 
to find an honorable employment for the idle years of his youth, and to be able to bring back to 
his home and his peers some honorable recollections of military life; but his principal object is 
not to obtain by that profession either property, distinction, or power, for he possesses these 
advantages in his own right, and enjoys them without leaving his home. 

In democratic armies all the soldiers may become officers, which makes the desire of 
promotion general, and immeasurably extends the bounds of military ambition. The officer, on 
his part, sees nothing which naturally and necessarily stops him at one grade more than at 
another; and each grade has immense importance in his eyes, because his rank in society almost 
always depends on his rank in the army. Amongst democratic nations it often happens that an 
officer has no property but his pay, and no distinction but that of military honors: consequently 
as often as his duties change, his fortune changes, and he becomes, as it were, a new man. What 



was only an appendage to his position in aristocratic armies, has thus become the main point, the 
basis of his whole condition. Under the old French monarchy officers were always called by their 
titles of nobility; they are now always called by the title of their military rank. This little change 
in the forms of language suffices to show that a great revolution has taken place in the 
constitution of society and in that of the army. In democratic armies the desire of advancement is 
almost universal: it is ardent, tenacious, perpetual; it is strengthened by all other desires, and only 
extinguished with life itself. But it is easy to see, that of all armies in the world, those in which 
advancement must be slowest in time of peace are the armies of democratic countries. As the 
number of commissions is naturally limited, whilst the number of competitors is almost 
unlimited, and as the strict law of equality is over all alike, none can make rapid progress—many 
can make no progress at all. Thus the desire of advancement is greater, and the opportunities of 
advancement fewer, there than elsewhere. All the ambitious spirits of a democratic army are 
consequently ardently desirous of war, because war makes vacancies, and warrants the violation 
of that law of seniority which is the sole privilege natural to democracy. 

We thus arrive at this singular consequence, that of all armies those most ardently desirous of 
war are democratic armies, and of all nations those most fond of peace are democratic nations: 
and, what makes these facts still more extraordinary, is that these contrary effects are produced at 
the same time by the principle of equality. 

All the members of the community, being alike, constantly harbor the wish, and discover the 
possibility, of changing their condition and improving their welfare: this makes them fond of 
peace, which is favorable to industry, and allows every man to pursue his own little undertakings 
to their completion. On the other hand, this same equality makes soldiers dream of fields of 
battle, by increasing the value of military honors in the eyes of those who follow the profession 
of arms, and by rendering those honors accessible to all. In either case the inquietude of the heart 
is the same, the taste for enjoyment as insatiable, the ambition of success as great—the means of 
gratifying it are alone different. 

These opposite tendencies of the nation and the army expose democratic communities to great 
dangers. When a military spirit forsakes a people, the profession of arms immediately ceases to 
be held in honor, and military men fall to the lowest rank of the public servants: they are little 
esteemed, and no longer understood. The reverse of what takes place in aristocratic ages then 
occurs; the men who enter the army are no longer those of the highest, but of the lowest rank. 
Military ambition is only indulged in when no other is possible. Hence arises a circle of cause 
and consequence from which it is difficult to escape: the best part of the nation shuns the military 
profession because that profession is not honored, and the profession is not honored because the 
best part of the nation has ceased to follow it. It is then no matter of surprise that democratic 
armies are often restless, ill-tempered, and dissatisfied with their lot, although their physical 
condition is commonly far better, and their discipline less strict than in other countries. The 
soldier feels that he occupies an inferior position, and his wounded pride either stimulates his 
taste for hostilities which would render his services necessary, or gives him a turn for 
revolutions, during which he may hope to win by force of arms the political influence and 
personal importance now denied him. The composition of democratic armies makes this last-
mentioned danger much to be feared. In democratic communities almost every man has some 
property to preserve; but democratic armies are generally led by men without property, most of 
whom have little to lose in civil broils. The bulk of the nation is naturally much more afraid of 
revolutions than in the ages of aristocracy, but the leaders of the army much less so. 



Moreover, as amongst democratic nations (to repeat what I have just remarked) the wealthiest, 
the best educated, and the most able men seldom adopt the military profession, the army, taken 
collectively, eventually forms a small nation by itself, where the mind is less enlarged, and habits 
are more rude than in the nation at large. Now, this small uncivilized nation has arms in its 
possession, and alone knows how to use them: for, indeed, the pacific temper of the community 
increases the danger to which a democratic people is exposed from the military and turbulent 
spirit of the army. Nothing is so dangerous as an army amidst an unwarlike nation; the excessive 
love of the whole community for quiet continually puts its constitution at the mercy of the 
soldiery. It may therefore be asserted, generally speaking, that if democratic nations are naturally 
prone to peace from their interests and their propensities, they are constantly drawn to war and 
revolutions by their armies. Military revolutions, which are scarcely ever to be apprehended in 
aristocracies, are always to be dreaded amongst democratic nations. These perils must be 
reckoned amongst the most formidable which beset their future fate, and the attention of 
statesmen should be sedulously applied to find a remedy for the evil. 

When a nation perceives that it is inwardly affected by the restless ambition of its army, the 
first thought which occurs is to give this inconvenient ambition an object by going to war. I 
speak no ill of war: war almost always enlarges the mind of a people, and raises their character. 
In some cases it is the only check to the excessive growth of certain propensities which naturally 
spring out of the equality of conditions, and it must be considered as a necessary corrective to 
certain inveterate diseases to which democratic communities are liable. War has great 
advantages, but we must not flatter ourselves that it can diminish the danger I have just pointed 
out. That peril is only suspended by it, to return more fiercely when the war is over; for armies 
are much more impatient of peace after having tasted military exploits. War could only be a 
remedy for a people which should always be athirst for military glory. I foresee that all the 
military rulers who may rise up in great democratic nations, will find it easier to conquer with 
their armies, than to make their armies live at peace after conquest. There are two things which a 
democratic people will always find very difficult—to begin a war, and to end it. 

Again, if war has some peculiar advantages for democratic nations, on the other hand it 
exposes them to certain dangers which aristocracies have no cause to dread to an equal extent. I 
shall only point out two of these. Although war gratifies the army, it embarrasses and often 
exasperates that countless multitude of men whose minor passions every day require peace in 
order to be satisfied. Thus there is some risk of its causing, under another form, the disturbance it 
is intended to prevent. No protracted war can fail to endanger the freedom of a democratic 
country. Not indeed that after every victory it is to be apprehended that the victorious generals 
will possess themselves by force of the supreme power, after the manner of Sylla and Caesar: the 
danger is of another kind. War does not always give over democratic communities to military 
government, but it must invariably and immeasurably increase the powers of civil government; it 
must almost compulsorily concentrate the direction of all men and the management of all things 
in the hands of the administration. If it lead not to despotism by sudden violence, it prepares men 
for it more gently by their habits. All those who seek to destroy the liberties of a democratic 
nation ought to know that war is the surest and the shortest means to accomplish it. This is the 
first axiom of the science. 

One remedy, which appears to be obvious when the ambition of soldiers and officers becomes 
the subject of alarm, is to augment the number of commissions to be distributed by increasing the 
army. This affords temporary relief, but it plunges the country into deeper difficulties at some 
future period. To increase the army may produce a lasting effect in an aristocratic community, 



because military ambition is there confined to one class of men, and the ambition of each 
individual stops, as it were, at a certain limit; so that it may be possible to satisfy all who feel its 
influence. But nothing is gained by increasing the army amongst a democratic people, because 
the number of aspirants always rises in exactly the same ratio as the army itself. Those whose 
claims have been satisfied by the creation of new commissions are instantly succeeded by a fresh 
multitude beyond all power of satisfaction; and even those who were but now satisfied soon 
begin to crave more advancement; for the same excitement prevails in the ranks of the army as in 
the civil classes of democratic society, and what men want is not to reach a certain grade, but to 
have constant promotion. Though these wants may not be very vast, they are perpetually 
recurring. Thus a democratic nation, by augmenting its army, only allays for a time the ambition 
of the military profession, which soon becomes even more formidable, because the number of 
those who feel it is increased. I am of opinion that a restless and turbulent spirit is an evil 
inherent in the very constitution of democratic armies, and beyond hope of cure. The legislators 
of democracies must not expect to devise any military organization capable by its influence of 
calming and restraining the military profession: their efforts would exhaust their powers, before 
the object is attained. 

The remedy for the vices of the army is not to be found in the army itself, but in the country. 
Democratic nations are naturally afraid of disturbance and of despotism; the object is to turn 
these natural instincts into well-digested, deliberate, and lasting tastes. When men have at last 
learned to make a peaceful and profitable use of freedom, and have felt its blessings—when they 
have conceived a manly love of order, and have freely submitted themselves to discipline—these 
same men, if they follow the profession of arms, bring into it, unconsciously and almost against 
their will, these same habits and manners. The general spirit of the nation being infused into the 
spirit peculiar to the army, tempers the opinions and desires engendered by military life, or 
represses them by the mighty force of public opinion. Teach but the citizens to be educated, 
orderly, firm, and free, the soldiers will be disciplined and obedient. Any law which, in 
repressing the turbulent spirit of the army, should tend to diminish the spirit of freedom in the 
nation, and to overshadow the notion of law and right, would defeat its object: it would do much 
more to favor, than to defeat, the establishment of military tyranny. 

After all, and in spite of all precautions, a large army amidst a democratic people will always 
be a source of great danger; the most effectual means of diminishing that danger would be to 
reduce the army, but this is a remedy which all nations have it not in their power to use. 
 
 
Chapter XXIII: Which Is The Most Warlike And Most Revolutionary Class In Democratic 
Armies? 

It is a part of the essence of a democratic army to be very numerous in proportion to the 
people to which it belongs, as I shall hereafter show. On the other hand, men living in democratic 
times seldom choose a military life. Democratic nations are therefore soon led to give up the 
system of voluntary recruiting for that of compulsory enlistment. The necessity of their social 
condition compels them to resort to the latter means, and it may easily be foreseen that they will 
all eventually adopt it. When military service is compulsory, the burden is indiscriminately and 
equally borne by the whole community. This is another necessary consequence of the social 
condition of these nations, and of their notions. The government may do almost whatever it 
pleases, provided it appeals to the whole community at once: it is the unequal distribution of the 
weight, not the weight itself, which commonly occasions resistance. But as military service is 



themselves equal; but in proportion as equality was more established by the aid of freedom, 
freedom itself was thereby rendered of more difficult attainment. 

These two states of a nation have sometimes been contemporaneous: the last generation in 
France showed how a people might organize a stupendous tyranny in the community, at the very 
time when they were baffling the authority of the nobility and braving the power of all kings—at 
once teaching the world the way to win freedom, and the way to lose it. In our days men see that 
constituted powers are dilapidated on every side—they see all ancient authority gasping away, all 
ancient barriers tottering to their fall, and the judgment of the wisest is troubled at the sight: they 
attend only to the amazing revolution which is taking place before their eyes, and they imagine 
that mankind is about to fall into perpetual anarchy: if they looked to the final consequences of 
this revolution, their fears would perhaps assume a different shape. For myself, I confess that I 
put no trust in the spirit of freedom which appears to animate my contemporaries. I see well 
enough that the nations of this age are turbulent, but I do not clearly perceive that they are 
liberal; and I fear lest, at the close of those perturbations which rock the base of thrones, the 
domination of sovereigns may prove more powerful than it ever was before. 
 
 
Chapter VI: What Sort Of Despotism Democratic Nations Have To Fear 

I had remarked during my stay in the United States, that a democratic state of society, similar 
to that of the Americans, might offer singular facilities for the establishment of despotism; and I 
perceived, upon my return to Europe, how much use had already been made by most of our 
rulers, of the notions, the sentiments, and the wants engendered by this same social condition, for 
the purpose of extending the circle of their power. This led me to think that the nations of 
Christendom would perhaps eventually undergo some sort of oppression like that which hung 
over several of the nations of the ancient world. A more accurate examination of the subject, and 
five years of further meditations, have not diminished my apprehensions, but they have changed 
the object of them. No sovereign ever lived in former ages so absolute or so powerful as to 
undertake to administer by his own agency, and without the assistance of intermediate powers, 
all the parts of a great empire: none ever attempted to subject all his subjects indiscriminately to 
strict uniformity of regulation, and personally to tutor and direct every member of the 
community. The notion of such an undertaking never occurred to the human mind; and if any 
man had conceived it, the want of information, the imperfection of the administrative system, 
and above all, the natural obstacles caused by the inequality of conditions, would speedily have 
checked the execution of so vast a design. When the Roman emperors were at the height of their 
power, the different nations of the empire still preserved manners and customs of great diversity; 
although they were subject to the same monarch, most of the provinces were separately 
administered; they abounded in powerful and active municipalities; and although the whole 
government of the empire was centred in the hands of the emperor alone, and he always 
remained, upon occasions, the supreme arbiter in all matters, yet the details of social life and 
private occupations lay for the most part beyond his control. The emperors possessed, it is true, 
an immense and unchecked power, which allowed them to gratify all their whimsical tastes, and 
to employ for that purpose the whole strength of the State. They frequently abused that power 
arbitrarily to deprive their subjects of property or of life: their tyranny was extremely onerous to 
the few, but it did not reach the greater number; it was fixed to some few main objects, and 
neglected the rest; it was violent, but its range was limited. 



But it would seem that if despotism were to be established amongst the democratic nations of 
our days, it might assume a different character; it would be more extensive and more mild; it 
would degrade men without tormenting them. I do not question, that in an age of instruction and 
equality like our own, sovereigns might more easily succeed in collecting all political power into 
their own hands, and might interfere more habitually and decidedly within the circle of private 
interests, than any sovereign of antiquity could ever do. But this same principle of equality which 
facilitates despotism, tempers its rigor. We have seen how the manners of society become more 
humane and gentle in proportion as men become more equal and alike. When no member of the 
community has much power or much wealth, tyranny is, as it were, without opportunities and a 
field of action. As all fortunes are scanty, the passions of men are naturally circumscribed—their 
imagination limited, their pleasures simple. This universal moderation moderates the sovereign 
himself, and checks within certain limits the inordinate extent of his desires. 

Independently of these reasons drawn from the nature of the state of society itself, I might add 
many others arising from causes beyond my subject; but I shall keep within the limits I have laid 
down to myself. Democratic governments may become violent and even cruel at certain periods 
of extreme effervescence or of great danger: but these crises will be rare and brief. When I 
consider the petty passions of our contemporaries, the mildness of their manners, the extent of 
their education, the purity of their religion, the gentleness of their morality, their regular and 
industrious habits, and the restraint which they almost all observe in their vices no less than in 
their virtues, I have no fear that they will meet with tyrants in their rulers, but rather guardians. 
*a I think then that the species of oppression by which democratic nations are menaced is unlike 
anything which ever before existed in the world: our contemporaries will find no prototype of it 
in their memories. I am trying myself to choose an expression which will accurately convey the 
whole of the idea I have formed of it, but in vain; the old words "despotism" and "tyranny" are 
inappropriate: the thing itself is new; and since I cannot name it, I must attempt to define it. 

a  
[ See Appendix Y.] 

I seek to trace the novel features under which despotism may appear in the world. The first 
thing that strikes the observation is an innumerable multitude of men all equal and alike, 
incessantly endeavoring to procure the petty and paltry pleasures with which they glut their lives. 
Each of them, living apart, is as a stranger to the fate of all the rest—his children and his private 
friends constitute to him the whole of mankind; as for the rest of his fellow-citizens, he is close 
to them, but he sees them not—he touches them, but he feels them not; he exists but in himself 
and for himself alone; and if his kindred still remain to him, he may be said at any rate to have 
lost his country. Above this race of men stands an immense and tutelary power, which takes 
upon itself alone to secure their gratifications, and to watch over their fate. That power is 
absolute, minute, regular, provident, and mild. It would be like the authority of a parent, if, like 
that authority, its object was to prepare men for manhood; but it seeks on the contrary to keep 
them in perpetual childhood: it is well content that the people should rejoice, provided they think 
of nothing but rejoicing. For their happiness such a government willingly labors, but it chooses 
to be the sole agent and the only arbiter of that happiness: it provides for their security, foresees 
and supplies their necessities, facilitates their pleasures, manages their principal concerns, directs 
their industry, regulates the descent of property, and subdivides their inheritances—what 
remains, but to spare them all the care of thinking and all the trouble of living? Thus it every day 
renders the exercise of the free agency of man less useful and less frequent; it circumscribes the 
will within a narrower range, and gradually robs a man of all the uses of himself. The principle 



of equality has prepared men for these things: it has predisposed men to endure them, and 
oftentimes to look on them as benefits. 

After having thus successively taken each member of the community in its powerful grasp, 
and fashioned them at will, the supreme power then extends its arm over the whole community. 
It covers the surface of society with a net-work of small complicated rules, minute and uniform, 
through which the most original minds and the most energetic characters cannot penetrate, to rise 
above the crowd. The will of man is not shattered, but softened, bent, and guided: men are 
seldom forced by it to act, but they are constantly restrained from acting: such a power does not 
destroy, but it prevents existence; it does not tyrannize, but it compresses, enervates, 
extinguishes, and stupefies a people, till each nation is reduced to be nothing better than a flock 
of timid and industrious animals, of which the government is the shepherd. I have always 
thought that servitude of the regular, quiet, and gentle kind which I have just described, might be 
combined more easily than is commonly believed with some of the outward forms of freedom; 
and that it might even establish itself under the wing of the sovereignty of the people. Our 
contemporaries are constantly excited by two conflicting passions; they want to be led, and they 
wish to remain free: as they cannot destroy either one or the other of these contrary propensities, 
they strive to satisfy them both at once. They devise a sole, tutelary, and all-powerful form of 
government, but elected by the people. They combine the principle of centralization and that of 
popular sovereignty; this gives them a respite; they console themselves for being in tutelage by 
the reflection that they have chosen their own guardians. Every man allows himself to be put in 
leading-strings, because he sees that it is not a person or a class of persons, but the people at 
large that holds the end of his chain. By this system the people shake off their state of 
dependence just long enough to select their master, and then relapse into it again. A great many 
persons at the present day are quite contented with this sort of compromise between 
administrative despotism and the sovereignty of the people; and they think they have done 
enough for the protection of individual freedom when they have surrendered it to the power of 
the nation at large. This does not satisfy me: the nature of him I am to obey signifies less to me 
than the fact of extorted obedience. 

I do not however deny that a constitution of this kind appears to me to be infinitely preferable 
to one, which, after having concentrated all the powers of government, should vest them in the 
hands of an irresponsible person or body of persons. Of all the forms which democratic 
despotism could assume, the latter would assuredly be the worst. When the sovereign is elective, 
or narrowly watched by a legislature which is really elective and independent, the oppression 
which he exercises over individuals is sometimes greater, but it is always less degrading; because 
every man, when he is oppressed and disarmed, may still imagine, that whilst he yields 
obedience it is to himself he yields it, and that it is to one of his own inclinations that all the rest 
give way. In like manner I can understand that when the sovereign represents the nation, and is 
dependent upon the people, the rights and the power of which every citizen is deprived, not only 
serve the head of the State, but the State itself; and that private persons derive some return from 
the sacrifice of their independence which they have made to the public. To create a 
representation of the people in every centralized country, is therefore, to diminish the evil which 
extreme centralization may produce, but not to get rid of it. I admit that by this means room is 
left for the intervention of individuals in the more important affairs; but it is not the less 
suppressed in the smaller and more private ones. It must not be forgotten that it is especially 
dangerous to enslave men in the minor details of life. For my own part, I should be inclined to 
think freedom less necessary in great things than in little ones, if it were possible to be secure of 



the one without possessing the other. Subjection in minor affairs breaks out every day, and is felt 
by the whole community indiscriminately. It does not drive men to resistance, but it crosses them 
at every turn, till they are led to surrender the exercise of their will. Thus their spirit is gradually 
broken and their character enervated; whereas that obedience, which is exacted on a few 
important but rare occasions, only exhibits servitude at certain intervals, and throws the burden 
of it upon a small number of men. It is in vain to summon a people, which has been rendered so 
dependent on the central power, to choose from time to time the representatives of that power; 
this rare and brief exercise of their free choice, however important it may be, will not prevent 
them from gradually losing the faculties of thinking, feeling, and acting for themselves, and thus 
gradually falling below the level of humanity. *b I add that they will soon become incapable of 
exercising the great and only privilege which remains to them. The democratic nations which 
have introduced freedom into their political constitution, at the very time when they were 
augmenting the despotism of their administrative constitution, have been led into strange 
paradoxes. To manage those minor affairs in which good sense is all that is wanted—the people 
are held to be unequal to the task, but when the government of the country is at stake, the people 
are invested with immense powers; they are alternately made the playthings of their ruler, and his 
masters—more than kings, and less than men. After having exhausted all the different modes of 
election, without finding one to suit their purpose, they are still amazed, and still bent on seeking 
further; as if the evil they remark did not originate in the constitution of the country far more 
than in that of the electoral body. It is, indeed, difficult to conceive how men who have entirely 
given up the habit of self-government should succeed in making a proper choice of those by 
whom they are to be governed; and no one will ever believe that a liberal, wise, and energetic 
government can spring from the suffrages of a subservient people. A constitution, which should 
be republican in its head and ultra-monarchical in all its other parts, has ever appeared to me to 
be a short-lived monster. The vices of rulers and the ineptitude of the people would speedily 
bring about its ruin; and the nation, weary of its representatives and of itself, would create freer 
institutions, or soon return to stretch itself at the feet of a single master. 

b  
[ See Appendix Z.] 
 
 
Chapter VII: Continuation Of The Preceding Chapters 

I believe that it is easier to establish an absolute and despotic government amongst a people in 
which the conditions of society are equal, than amongst any other; and I think that if such a 
government were once established amongst such a people, it would not only oppress men, but 
would eventually strip each of them of several of the highest qualities of humanity. Despotism 
therefore appears to me peculiarly to be dreaded in democratic ages. I should have loved 
freedom, I believe, at all times, but in the time in which we live I am ready to worship it. On the 
other hand, I am persuaded that all who shall attempt, in the ages upon which we are entering, to 
base freedom upon aristocratic privilege, will fail—that all who shall attempt to draw and to 
retain authority within a single class, will fail. At the present day no ruler is skilful or strong 
enough to found a despotism, by re-establishing permanent distinctions of rank amongst his 
subjects: no legislator is wise or powerful enough to preserve free institutions, if he does not take 
equality for his first principle and his watchword. All those of our contemporaries who would 
establish or secure the independence and the dignity of their fellow-men, must show themselves 
the friends of equality; and the only worthy means of showing themselves as such, is to be so: 



upon this depends the success of their holy enterprise. 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. 

These two truths appear to me simple, clear, and fertile in consequences; and they naturally 
lead me to consider what kind of free government can be established amongst a people in which 
social conditions are equal. It results from the very constitution of democratic nations and from 
their necessities, that the power of government amongst them must be more uniform, more 
centralized, more extensive, more searching, and more efficient than in other countries. Society 
at large is naturally stronger and more active, individuals more subordinate and weak; the former 
does more, the latter less; and this is inevitably the case. It is not therefore to be expected that the 
range of private independence will ever be as extensive in democratic as in aristocratic 
countries—nor is this to be desired; for, amongst aristocratic nations, the mass is often sacrificed 
to the individual, and the prosperity of the greater number to the greatness of the few. It is both 
necessary and desirable that the government of a democratic people should be active and 
powerful: and our object should not be to render it weak or indolent, but solely to prevent it from 
abusing its aptitude and its strength. 

The circumstance which most contributed to secure the independence of private persons in 
aristocratic ages, was, that the supreme power did not affect to take upon itself alone the 
government and administration of the community; those functions were necessarily partially left 
to the members of the aristocracy: so that as the supreme power was always divided, it never 
weighed with its whole weight and in the same manner on each individual. Not only did the 
government not perform everything by its immediate agency; but as most of the agents who 
discharged its duties derived their power not from the State, but from the circumstance of their 
birth, they were not perpetually under its control. The government could not make or unmake 
them in an instant, at pleasure, nor bend them in strict uniformity to its slightest caprice—this 
was an additional guarantee of private independence. I readily admit that recourse cannot be had 
to the same means at the present time: but I discover certain democratic expedients which may 
be substituted for them. Instead of vesting in the government alone all the administrative powers 
of which corporations and nobles have been deprived, a portion of them may be entrusted to 
secondary public bodies, temporarily composed of private citizens: thus the liberty of private 
persons will be more secure, and their equality will not be diminished. 

The Americans, who care less for words than the French, still designate by the name of 
"county" the largest of their administrative districts: but the duties of the count or lord-lieutenant 
are in part performed by a provincial assembly. At a period of equality like our own it would be 
unjust and unreasonable to institute hereditary officers; but there is nothing to prevent us from 
substituting elective public officers to a certain extent. Election is a democratic expedient which 
insures the independence of the public officer in relation to the government, as much and even 
more than hereditary rank can insure it amongst aristocratic nations. Aristocratic countries 
abound in wealthy and influential persons who are competent to provide for themselves, and who 
cannot be easily or secretly oppressed: such persons restrain a government within general habits 
of moderation and reserve. I am very well aware that democratic countries contain no such 
persons naturally; but something analogous to them may be created by artificial means. I firmly 
believe that an aristocracy cannot again be founded in the world; but I think that private citizens, 
by combining together, may constitute bodies of great wealth, influence, and strength, 
corresponding to the persons of an aristocracy. By this means many of the greatest political 
advantages of aristocracy would be obtained without its injustice or its dangers. An association 



for political, commercial, or manufacturing purposes, or even for those of science and literature, 
is a powerful and enlightened member of the community, which cannot be disposed of at 
pleasure, or oppressed without remonstrance; and which, by defending its own rights against the 
encroachments of the government, saves the common liberties of the country. 

In periods of aristocracy every man is always bound so closely to many of his fellow-citizens, 
that he cannot be assailed without their coming to his assistance. In ages of equality every man 
naturally stands alone; he has no hereditary friends whose co-operation he may demand—no 
class upon whose sympathy he may rely: he is easily got rid of, and he is trampled on with 
impunity. At the present time, an oppressed member of the community has therefore only one 
method of self-defence—he may appeal to the whole nation; and if the whole nation is deaf to 
his complaint, he may appeal to mankind: the only means he has of making this appeal is by the 
press. Thus the liberty of the press is infinitely more valuable amongst democratic nations than 
amongst all others; it is the only cure for the evils which equality may produce. Equality sets 
men apart and weakens them; but the press places a powerful weapon within every man's reach, 
which the weakest and loneliest of them all may use. Equality deprives a man of the support of 
his connections; but the press enables him to summon all his fellow-countrymen and all his 
fellow-men to his assistance. Printing has accelerated the progress of equality, and it is also one 
of its best correctives. 

I think that men living in aristocracies may, strictly speaking, do without the liberty of the 
press: but such is not the case with those who live in democratic countries. To protect their 
personal independence I trust not to great political assemblies, to parliamentary privilege, or to 
the assertion of popular sovereignty. All these things may, to a certain extent, be reconciled with 
personal servitude—but that servitude cannot be complete if the press is free: the press is the 
chiefest democratic instrument of freedom. 

Something analogous may be said of the judicial power. It is a part of the essence of judicial 
power to attend to private interests, and to fix itself with predilection on minute objects 
submitted to its observation; another essential quality of judicial power is never to volunteer its 
assistance to the oppressed, but always to be at the disposal of the humblest of those who solicit 
it; their complaint, however feeble they may themselves be, will force itself upon the ear of 
justice and claim redress, for this is inherent in the very constitution of the courts of justice. A 
power of this kind is therefore peculiarly adapted to the wants of freedom, at a time when the eye 
and finger of the government are constantly intruding into the minutest details of human actions, 
and when private persons are at once too weak to protect themselves, and too much isolated for 
them to reckon upon the assistance of their fellows. The strength of the courts of law has ever 
been the greatest security which can be offered to personal independence; but this is more 
especially the case in democratic ages: private rights and interests are in constant danger, if the 
judicial power does not grow more extensive and more strong to keep pace with the growing 
equality of conditions. 

Equality awakens in men several propensities extremely dangerous to freedom, to which the 
attention of the legislator ought constantly to be directed. I shall only remind the reader of the 
most important amongst them. Men living in democratic ages do not readily comprehend the 
utility of forms: they feel an instinctive contempt for them—I have elsewhere shown for what 
reasons. Forms excite their contempt and often their hatred; as they commonly aspire to none but 
easy and present gratifications, they rush onwards to the object of their desires, and the slightest 
delay exasperates them. This same temper, carried with them into political life, renders them 
hostile to forms, which perpetually retard or arrest them in some of their projects. Yet this 



objection which the men of democracies make to forms is the very thing which renders forms so 
useful to freedom; for their chief merit is to serve as a barrier between the strong and the weak, 
the ruler and the people, to retard the one, and give the other time to look about him. Forms 
become more necessary in proportion as the government becomes more active and more 
powerful, whilst private persons are becoming more indolent and more feeble. Thus democratic 
nations naturally stand more in need of forms than other nations, and they naturally respect them 
less. This deserves most serious attention. Nothing is more pitiful than the arrogant disdain of 
most of our contemporaries for questions of form; for the smallest questions of form have 
acquired in our time an importance which they never had before: many of the greatest interests of 
mankind depend upon them. I think that if the statesmen of aristocratic ages could sometimes 
contemn forms with impunity, and frequently rise above them, the statesmen to whom the 
government of nations is now confided ought to treat the very least among them with respect, 
and not neglect them without imperious necessity. In aristocracies the observance of forms was 
superstitious; amongst us they ought to be kept with a deliberate and enlightened deference. 

Another tendency, which is extremely natural to democratic nations and extremely dangerous, 
is that which leads them to despise and undervalue the rights of private persons. The attachment 
which men feel to a right, and the respect which they display for it, is generally proportioned to 
its importance, or to the length of time during which they have enjoyed it. The rights of private 
persons amongst democratic nations are commonly of small importance, of recent growth, and 
extremely precarious—the consequence is that they are often sacrificed without regret, and 
almost always violated without remorse. But it happens that at the same period and amongst the 
same nations in which men conceive a natural contempt for the rights of private persons, the 
rights of society at large are naturally extended and consolidated: in other words, men become 
less attached to private rights at the very time at which it would be most necessary to retain and 
to defend what little remains of them. It is therefore most especially in the present democratic 
ages, that the true friends of the liberty and the greatness of man ought constantly to be on the 
alert to prevent the power of government from lightly sacrificing the private rights of individuals 
to the general execution of its designs. At such times no citizen is so obscure that it is not very 
dangerous to allow him to be oppressed—no private rights are so unimportant that they can be 
surrendered with impunity to the caprices of a government. The reason is plain:—if the private 
right of an individual is violated at a time when the human mind is fully impressed with the 
importance and the sanctity of such rights, the injury done is confined to the individual whose 
right is infringed; but to violate such a right, at the present day, is deeply to corrupt the manners 
of the nation and to put the whole community in jeopardy, because the very notion of this kind of 
right constantly tends amongst us to be impaired and lost. 

There are certain habits, certain notions, and certain vices which are peculiar to a state of 
revolution, and which a protracted revolution cannot fail to engender and to propagate, whatever 
be, in other respects, its character, its purpose, and the scene on which it takes place. When any 
nation has, within a short space of time, repeatedly varied its rulers, its opinions, and its laws, the 
men of whom it is composed eventually contract a taste for change, and grow accustomed to see 
all changes effected by sudden violence. Thus they naturally conceive a contempt for forms 
which daily prove ineffectual; and they do not support without impatience the dominion of rules 
which they have so often seen infringed. As the ordinary notions of equity and morality no 
longer suffice to explain and justify all the innovations daily begotten by a revolution, the 
principle of public utility is called in, the doctrine of political necessity is conjured up, and men 



accustom themselves to sacrifice private interests without scruple, and to trample on the rights of 
individuals in order more speedily to accomplish any public purpose. 

These habits and notions, which I shall call revolutionary, because all revolutions produce 
them, occur in aristocracies just as much as amongst democratic nations; but amongst the former 
they are often less powerful and always less lasting, because there they meet with habits, notions, 
defects, and impediments, which counteract them: they consequently disappear as soon as the 
revolution is terminated, and the nation reverts to its former political courses. This is not always 
the case in democratic countries, in which it is ever to be feared that revolutionary tendencies, 
becoming more gentle and more regular, without entirely disappearing from society, will be 
gradually transformed into habits of subjection to the administrative authority of the government. 
I know of no countries in which revolutions re more dangerous than in democratic countries; 
because, independently of the accidental and transient evils which must always attend them, they 
may always create some evils which are permanent and unending. I believe that there are such 
things as justifiable resistance and legitimate rebellion: I do not therefore assert, as an absolute 
proposition, that the men of democratic ages ought never to make revolutions; but I think that 
they have especial reason to hesitate before they embark in them, and that it is far better to 
endure many grievances in their present condition than to have recourse to so perilous a remedy. 

I shall conclude by one general idea, which comprises not only all the particular ideas which 
have been expressed in the present chapter, but also most of those which it is the object of this 
book to treat of. In the ages of aristocracy which preceded our own, there were private persons of 
great power, and a social authority of extreme weakness. The outline of society itself was not 
easily discernible, and constantly confounded with the different powers by which the community 
was ruled. The principal efforts of the men of those times were required to strengthen, 
aggrandize, and secure the supreme power; and on the other hand, to circumscribe individual 
independence within narrower limits, and to subject private interests to the interests of the public. 
Other perils and other cares await the men of our age. Amongst the greater part of modern 
nations, the government, whatever may be its origin, its constitution, or its name, has become 
almost omnipotent, and private persons are falling, more and more, into the lowest stage of 
weakness and dependence. In olden society everything was different; unity and uniformity were 
nowhere to be met with. In modern society everything threatens to become so much alike, that 
the peculiar characteristics of each individual will soon be entirely lost in the general aspect of 
the world. Our forefathers were ever prone to make an improper use of the notion, that private 
rights ought to be respected; and we are naturally prone on the other hand to exaggerate the idea 
that the interest of a private individual ought always to bend to the interest of the many. The 
political world is metamorphosed: new remedies must henceforth be sought for new disorders. 
To lay down extensive, but distinct and settled limits, to the action of the government; to confer 
certain rights on private persons, and to secure to them the undisputed enjoyment of those rights; 
to enable individual man to maintain whatever independence, strength, and original power he 
still possesses; to raise him by the side of society at large, and uphold him in that position—these 
appear to me the main objects of legislators in the ages upon which we are now entering. It 
would seem as if the rulers of our time sought only to use men in order to make things great; I 
wish that they would try a little more to make great men; that they would set less value on the 
work, and more upon the workman; that they would never forget that a nation cannot long 
remain strong when every man belonging to it is individually weak, and that no form or 
combination of social polity has yet been devised, to make an energetic people out of a 
community of pusillanimous and enfeebled citizens. 



I trace amongst our contemporaries two contrary notions which are equally injurious. One set 
of men can perceive nothing in the principle of equality but the anarchical tendencies which it 
engenders: they dread their own free agency—they fear themselves. Other thinkers, less 
numerous but more enlightened, take a different view: besides that track which starts from the 
principle of equality to terminate in anarchy, they have at last discovered the road which seems 
to lead men to inevitable servitude. They shape their souls beforehand to this necessary 
condition; and, despairing of remaining free, they already do obeisance in their hearts to the 
master who is soon to appear. The former abandon freedom, because they think it dangerous; the 
latter, because they hold it to be impossible. If I had entertained the latter conviction, 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. The men who live in the democratic ages upon which we are entering have 
naturally a taste for independence: they are naturally impatient of regulation, and they are 
wearied by the permanence even of the condition they themselves prefer. They are fond of 
power; but they are prone to despise and hate those who wield it, and they easily elude its grasp 
by their own mobility and insignificance. These propensities will always manifest themselves, 
because they originate in the groundwork of society, which will undergo no change: for a long 
time they will prevent the establishment of any despotism, and they will furnish fresh weapons to 
each succeeding generation which shall struggle in favor of the liberty of mankind. Let us then 
look forward to the future with that salutary fear which makes men keep watch and ward for 
freedom, not with that faint and idle terror which depresses and enervates the heart. 
 
 
Chapter VIII: General Survey Of The Subject 

Before I close forever the theme that has detained me so long, I would fain take a parting 
survey of all the various characteristics of modern society, and appreciate at last the general 
influence to be exercised by the principle of equality upon the fate of mankind; but I am stopped 
by the difficulty of the task, and in presence of so great an object my sight is troubled, and my 
reason fails. The society of the modern world which I have sought to delineate, and which I seek 
to judge, has but just come into existence. Time has not yet shaped it into perfect form: the great 
revolution by which it has been created is not yet over: and amidst the occurrences of our time, it 
is almost impossible to discern what will pass away with the revolution itself, and what will 
survive its close. The world which is rising into existence is still half encumbered by the remains 
of the world which is waning into decay; and amidst the vast perplexity of human affairs, none 
can say how much of ancient institutions and former manners will remain, or how much will 
completely disappear. Although the revolution which is taking place in the social condition, the 
laws, the opinions, and the feelings of men, is still very far from being terminated, yet its results 
already admit of no comparison with anything that the world has ever before witnessed. I go 
back from age to age up to the remotest antiquity; but I find no parallel to what is occurring 
before my eyes: as the past has ceased to throw its light upon the future, the mind of man 
wanders in obscurity. Nevertheless, in the midst of a prospect so wide, so novel and so confused, 
some of the more prominent characteristics may already be discerned and pointed out. The good 
things and the evils of life are more equally distributed in the world: great wealth tends to 
disappear, the number of small fortunes to increase; desires and gratifications are multiplied, but 



extraordinary prosperity and irremediable penury are alike unknown. The sentiment of ambition 
is universal, but the scope of ambition is seldom vast. Each individual stands apart in solitary 
weakness; but society at large is active, provident, and powerful: the performances of private 
persons are insignificant, those of the State immense. There is little energy of character; but 
manners are mild, and laws humane. If there be few instances of exalted heroism or of virtues of 
the highest, brightest, and purest temper, men's habits are regular, violence is rare, and cruelty 
almost unknown. Human existence becomes longer, and property more secure: life is not 
adorned with brilliant trophies, but it is extremely easy and tranquil. Few pleasures are either 
very refined or very coarse; and highly polished manners are as uncommon as great brutality of 
tastes. Neither men of great learning, nor extremely ignorant communities, are to be met with; 
genius becomes more rare, information more diffused. The human mind is impelled by the small 
efforts of all mankind combined together, not by the strenuous activity of certain men. There is 
less perfection, but more abundance, in all the productions of the arts. The ties of race, of rank, 
and of country are relaxed; the great bond of humanity is strengthened. If I endeavor to find out 
the most general and the most prominent of all these different characteristics, I shall have 
occasion to perceive, that what is taking place in men's fortunes manifests itself under a thousand 
other forms. Almost all extremes are softened or blunted: all that was most prominent is 
superseded by some mean term, at once less lofty and less low, less brilliant and less obscure, 
than what before existed in the world. 

When I survey this countless multitude of beings, shaped in each other's likeness, amidst 
whom nothing rises and nothing falls, the sight of such universal uniformity saddens and chills 
me, and I am tempted to regret that state of society which has ceased to be. When the world was 
full of men of great importance and extreme insignificance, of great wealth and extreme poverty, 
of great learning and extreme ignorance, I turned aside from the latter to fix my observation on 
the former alone, who gratified my sympathies. But I admit that this gratification arose from my 
own weakness: it is because I am unable to see at once all that is around me, that I am allowed 
thus to select and separate the objects of my predilection from among so many others. Such is 
not the case with that almighty and eternal Being whose gaze necessarily includes the whole of 
created things, and who surveys distinctly, though at once, mankind and man. We may naturally 
believe that it is not the singular prosperity of the few, but the greater well-being of all, which is 
most pleasing in the sight of the Creator and Preserver of men. What appears to me to be man's 
decline, is to His eye advancement; what afflicts me is acceptable to Him. A state of equality is 
perhaps less elevated, but it is more just; and its justice constitutes its greatness and its beauty. I 
would strive then to raise myself to this point of the divine contemplation, and thence to view 
and to judge the concerns of men. 

No man, upon the earth, can as yet affirm absolutely and generally, that the new state of the 
world is better than its former one; but it is already easy to perceive that this state is different. 
Some vices and some virtues were so inherent in the constitution of an aristocratic nation, and 
are so opposite to the character of a modern people, that they can never be infused into it; some 
good tendencies and some bad propensities which were unknown to the former, are natural to the 
latter; some ideas suggest themselves spontaneously to the imagination of the one, which are 
utterly repugnant to the mind of the other. They are like two distinct orders of human beings, 
each of which has its own merits and defects, its own advantages and its own evils. Care must 
therefore be taken not to judge the state of society, which is now coming into existence, by 
notions derived from a state of society which no longer exists; for as these states of society are 
exceedingly different in their structure, they cannot be submitted to a just or fair comparison. It 



would be scarcely more reasonable to require of our own contemporaries the peculiar virtues 
which originated in the social condition of their forefathers, since that social condition is itself 
fallen, and has drawn into one promiscuous ruin the good and evil which belonged to it. 

But as yet these things are imperfectly understood. I find that a great number of my 
contemporaries undertake to make a certain selection from amongst the institutions, the opinions, 
and the ideas which originated in the aristocratic constitution of society as it was: a portion of 
these elements they would willingly relinquish, but they would keep the remainder and transplant 
them into their new world. I apprehend that such men are wasting their time and their strength in 
virtuous but unprofitable efforts. The object is not to retain the peculiar advantages which the 
inequality of conditions bestows upon mankind, but to secure the new benefits which equality 
may supply. We have not to seek to make ourselves like our progenitors, but to strive to work out 
that species of greatness and happiness which is our own. For myself, who now look back from 
this extreme limit of my task, and discover from afar, but at once, the various objects which have 
attracted my more attentive investigation upon my way, I am full of apprehensions and of hopes. 
I perceive mighty dangers which it is possible to ward off—mighty evils which may be avoided 
or alleviated; and I cling with a firmer hold to the belief, that for democratic nations to be 
virtuous and prosperous they require but to will it. 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 has 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 man, so with communities. The nations of our time cannot prevent the 
conditions of men 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 to 
wretchedness. 
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Part I. 
 
 
Appendix A 

For information concerning all the countries of the West which have not been visited by 
Europeans, consult the account of two expeditions undertaken at the expense of Congress by 
Major Long. This traveller particularly mentions, on the subject of the great American desert, 
that a line may be drawn nearly parallel to the 20th degree of longitude *a (meridian of 
Washington), beginning from the Red River and ending at the River Platte. From this imaginary 
line to the Rocky Mountains, which bound the valley of the Mississippi on the west, lie immense 


