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Chapter I 
 
PHILOSOPHICAL METHOD OF THE AMERICANS 

[1]  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.  

[2]  Yet it is easy to perceive that almost all the inhabitants of the United States use their 
minds in the same manner, and direct them according to the same rules; that is to say, 
without ever having taken the trouble to define the rules, they have a philosophical 
method common to the whole people.  

[3]  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 to be used in doing otherwise and doing better; to seek 
the reason of things for oneself, and in oneself alone; to tend to results without being 
bound to means, and to strike through the form to the substance--such are the principal 
characteristics of what I shall call the philosophical method of the Americans.  

[4]  But if I go further and seek among these characteristics the principal one, which 
includes almost all the rest, I discover that in most of the operations of the mind each 
American appeals only to the individual effort of his own understanding.  

[5]  America is therefore one of the countries where the precepts of Descartes are least 
studied and are best applied. Nor is this surprising. The Americans do not read the works 
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of Descartes, because their social condition deters them from speculative studies;but they 
follow his maxims, because this same social condition naturally disposes their minds to 
adopt them.  

[6]  In the midst of the continual movement that agitates a democratic community, the tie 
that unites one generation to another is relaxed or broken; every man there readily loses 
all trace of the ideas of his forefathers or takes no care about them.  

[7]  Men living in this state of society cannot 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 the body can never exercise 
any real control over its members.  

[8]  As to the influence which the intellect of one man may have on that of another, it 
must necessarily be very limited in a country where the citizens, placed on an equal 
footing, are all closely seen by one another; 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 destroyed, but the disposition to trust the authority 
of any man whatsoever. Everyone shuts himself up tightly within himself and insists 
upon judging the world from there.  

[9]  The practice of Americans leads their minds to other habits, to fixing the standard of 
their judgment in themselves alone. 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 mind soon leads them to condemn forms, which they regard as useless and 
inconvenient veils placed between them and the truth.  

[10]  The Americans, then, have found no need of drawing philosophical method out of 
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 one another. Let us consider for a moment the connection of the periods 
in which this change may be traced.  

[11]  In the sixteenth century reformers subjected some of the dogmas of the ancient faith 
to the scrutiny of private judgment; but they still withheld it from the discussion of all the 
rest. In the seventeenth century Bacon in the natural sciences and Descartes in philosophy 
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properly so called abolished received formulas, destroyed the empire of tradition, and 
overthrew the authority of the schools. The philosophers of the eighteenth century, 
generalizing at length on the same principle, undertook to submit to the private judgment 
of each man all the objects of his belief.  

[12]  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 to apply his method only 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 did it happen that in the 
eighteenth century those general applications were all at once drawn from this same 
method, which Descartes and his predecessors either had 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 was 
ostensibly adopted or secretly followed by all the nations of Europe?  

[13]  The philosophical method here designated may have been born 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 that are derived from these 
causes were as yet opposed to it.  

[14]  It was discovered at a time when men were beginning to equalize and assimilate 
their conditions. It could be generally followed only in ages when those conditions had at 
length become nearly equal and men nearly alike.  

[15]  The philosophical method of the eighteenth century, then, is not only French, but 
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 aid of which it became easy to attack all that was old and to 
open a path to all that was new.  

[16]  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 is no less complete and of more ancient date among the latter people, the fact 
may be attributed to two circumstances, which it is first essential to have clearly 
understood.  

[17]  It must never be forgotten that religion gave birth to AngloAmerican society. In the 
United States, religion is therefore mingled with all the habits of the nation and all the 
feelings of patriotism, whence it derives a peculiar force. To this reason another of no 
less power may be added: in America religion has, as it were, laid down its own limits. 
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Religious institutions have remained wholly distinct from political institutions, so that 
former laws have been easily changed while 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 an established and irresistible fact, which no one 
undertakes either to attack or to defend. 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 its influence.  

[18]  The second circumstance to which I have alluded is that the social condition and the 
Constitution of the Americans are democratic, but they have not had a democratic 
revolution. They arrived on the soil they occupy in nearly the condition in which we see 
them at the present day; and this is of considerable importance.  

[19]  There are no revolutions that do not shake existing belief, enervate authority, and 
throw doubts over commonly received ideas. Every revolution has more or less the effect 
of releasing men to their own conduct and of opening before the mind of each one of 
them an almost limitless perspective. 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 seize upon the 
human heart, and plant their sway in it for a time. This, independently of equality itself, 
tends powerfully to divide men, to lead them to mistrust the judgment of one another, and 
to seek the light of truth nowhere but in themselves. 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.  

[20]  Thus that independence of mind which equality supposes to exist is never so great, 
never 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 separately 
considered in order not to conceive exaggerated hopes or fears of the future.  

[21]  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 which is more generally applicable to democratic 
countries, and which, in the long run, must restrain, within fixed and sometimes narrow 
limits, individual freedom of thought.  

[22]  I shall proceed to point out this cause in the next chapter.  
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Chapter II 
 
OF THE PRINCIPAL SOURCE OF BELIEF 
AMONG DEMOCRATIC NATIONS  

[23]  AT different periods dogmatic belief is more or less common. It arises in different 
ways, and it may change its object and its form; but under no circumstances will 
dogmatic belief cease to exist, or, in other words, men will never cease to entertain some 
opinions on trust and without discussion. If everyone undertook to form all his own 
opinions and to seek for truth by isolated paths struck out by himself alone, it would 
follow that no considerable number of men would ever unite in any common belief. 

[24]  But obviously without such common belief no society can prosper; say, rather, no 
society can exist; 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 necessary that the 
minds of all 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 already formed. 

[25]  If I now consider man in his isolated capacity, I find that dogmatic belief is not less 
indispensable to him in order to live alone than it is to enable him to co-operate with his 
fellows. If man were forced to demonstrate for himself all the truths of which he makes 
daily use, his task would never end. He would exhaust his strength in preparatory 
demonstrations without ever 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 act in this 
way, he is reduced to take on trust a host of facts and opinions which he has not had 
either the time or the power to verify for himself, but which men of greater ability have 
found out, or which the crowd adopts. On this groundwork he raises for himself the 
structure of his own thoughts; he is not led to proceed in this manner by choice, but is 
constrained by the inflexible law of his condition. There is no philosopher in the world so 
great but that he believes a million things on the faith of other people and accepts a great 
many more truths than he demonstrates. 

[26]  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 making his mind adhere firmly to any conviction. His 
intellect would be at once independent and powerless. He must therefore make his choice 
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from among the various objects of human belief and 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. 

[27]  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; it 
cannot be unbounded. Thus the question is, not to know whether any intellectual 
authority exists in an age of democracy, but simply where it resides and by what standard 
it is to be measured. 

[28]  I have shown in the preceding chapter how equality of conditions leads men to 
entertain a sort of instinctive incredulity of the supernatural and a very lofty and often 
exaggerated opinion of 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. 

[29]  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 laugh at modern prophets; and that they will 
seek to discover the chief arbiter of their belief within, and not beyond, the limits of their 
kind. 

[30]  When the ranks of society are unequal, and men unlike one another in condition, 
there are some individuals wielding the power of superior intelligence, learning, and 
enlightenment, while the multitude are sunk in ignorance and prejudice. Men living at 
these aristocratic periods are therefore naturally induced to shape their opinions by the 
standard of a superior person, or a superior class of persons, while they are averse to 
recognizing the infallibility of the mass of the people. 

[31]  The contrary takes place in ages of equality. The nearer the people 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 among a democratic 
people, but among 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 seem probable that, as they are all 
endowed with equal means of judging, the greater truth should go with the greater 
number. 
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[32]  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 with so huge a 
body, he is instantly overwhelmed by the sense of his own insignificance and weakness. 
The same equality that renders him independent of each of his fellow citizens, taken 
severally, exposes him alone and unprotected to the influence of the greater amber. The 
public, therefore, among a democratic people, has a singular power, which aristocratic 
nations cannot conceive; for it does not persuade others to its beliefs, but imposes them 
and makes them permeate the thinking of everyone by a sort of enormous pressure of the 
mind of all upon the individual intelligence. 

[33]  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 examine it very closely, 
it will be perceived that religion itself holds sway there much less as a doctrine of 
revelation than as a commonly received opinion. 

[34]  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 that public opinion 
would obtain without it over the minds 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 among 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 for them a species of religion, and the majority its ministering 
prophet. 

[35]  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 to either the greatness or the happiness of the human race. In the principle of 
equality I very clearly discern two tendencies; one leading the mind of every man to 
untried thoughts, the other prohibiting him from thinking at all. And I perceive how, 
under the dominion of certain laws, democracy extinguish that 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. 

[36]  If the absolute power of a majority were to be substituted by democratic nations for 
all the different powers that checked or retarded overmuch the energy of individual 
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minds, the evil would only have changed character. Men would not have found the means 
of independent life; they would simply have discovered (no easy task) a new 
physiognomy of servitude. There is, and I cannot repeat it too often, there is here matter 
for profound reflection to those who look on freedom of thought 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 
men.  
 
 
Chapter III 
 
WHY THE AMERICANS SHOW 
MORE APTITUDE AND TASTE FOR GENERAL IDEAS 
THAN THEIR FOREFATHERS, THE ENGLISH 

[37]  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 that assimilate him to all his fellows, and the differences that 
distinguish him from them. God, therefore, stands in no need of general ideas; that is to 
say, he never feels the necessity of collecting a considerable number of analogous objects 
under the same form for greater convenience in thinking. 

[38]  Such, however, is 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 it would no longer see anything. In this strait, man has 
recourse to an imperfect but necessary expedient, which at the same time assists and 
demonstrates his weakness. 

[39]  Having superficially considered a certain number of objects and noticed their 
resemblance, he assigns to them a common name, sets them apart, and proceeds onwards. 

[40]  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, no 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 
other than incomplete, and they always cause the mind to lose as much in accuracy as it 
gains in comprehensiveness. 

[41]  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 he is naturally led to conceive.  
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[42]  A multitude of particular facts cannot be seen separately without at last discovering 
the common tie that connects them. Several individuals lead to the notion of the species, 
several species to that of the genus. Hence the habit and the taste for general ideas will 
always be greatest among a people of ancient culture and extensive knowledge. 

[43]  But there are other reasons which impel men to generalize their ideas or which 
restrain them from doing so. 

[44]  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, 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 that inhabit it. It 
would seem as if the mind of the English could tear itself only 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. Among 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 not very ill pleased with himself if he does not succeed in compressing the 
human race into the compass of an article. 

[45]  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. 

[46]  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. 

[47]  When the conditions of men are very unequal and the inequalities are permanent, 
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 a habitual distrust of such ideas and 
an instinctive aversion for them. 

[48]  He, on the contrary, who inhabits a democratic country sees around him on every 
hand men differing but little from one another; he cannot turn his mind to any one portion 
of mankind without expanding and dilating his thought till it embraces the whole. All the 
truths that 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 



- 10 - 
The Agora Foundation · www.theagorafoundation.org 

 
 

his ideas in the study which engages him most and interests him most, 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. 

[49]  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 tried 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 been slaves before they became free, 
many of whom have left us excellent writings, themselves regarded servitude in no other 
light. 

[50]  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. 

[51]  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 induce them all 
voluntarily to pursue the same track. This again naturally leads the human mind to 
conceive general ideas and superinduces a taste for them. 

[52]  I have already shown in what way the equality of conditions leads every man to 
investigate truth 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, professions, 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, and this leads me 
necessarily, and almost unconsciously, to adopt a great number of very general notions. 

[53]  All that I have here said explains why the English display much less aptitude and 
taste for the generalization of ideas than their American progeny, and still less again than 
their neighbors the French; and likewise why the English of the present day display more 
than their forefathers did. 

[54]  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 the particular. Hence arose that philosophy, at once bold and timid, 
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broad and narrow, which has hitherto prevailed in England and which still obstructs and 
stagnates so many minds in that country. 

[55]  Independently of the causes I have pointed out in what goes before, others may be 
discerned less apparent, but no less efficacious, which produce among almost every 
democratic people a taste, and frequently a passion, for general ideas. A distinction must 
be made between ideas of this kind. Some of them 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 uncertain notions. 

[56]  Men who live in ages of equality have a great deal of curiosity and 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 are thereby spared 
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, on a brief and inattentive 
investigation, they think they discern a common relation between certain objects, inquiry 
is not pushed any further; and without examining in detail how far these several objects 
agree or differ, they are hastily arranged under one formula, in order to pass to another 
subject. 

[57]  One of the distinguishing characteristics of a democratic period is the taste that all 
men then have 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 in a time of equality are full of an 
ambition equally alert and indolent: they want to obtain great success immediately, but 
they would prefer to avoid great effort. These conflicting tendencies lead straight to the 
search for general ideas, by the aid of which they flatter themselves that they can 
delineate vast objects with little pains and draw the attention of the public without much 
trouble. 

[58]  And I do not know that they are wrong in thinking so. For their readers are as much 
averse to investigating anything to the bottom as they are; and what is generally sought in 
the productions of mind is easy pleasure and information without labor. 

[59]  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 always ready to carry ideas of this kind to excess and to espouse them with 
injudicious warmth.  
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Chapter IV 
 
 
WHY THE AMERICANS HAVE NEVER BEEN 
SO EAGER AS THE FRENCH FOR 
GENERAL IDEAS IN POLITICAL AFFAIRS  

[60]  I HAVE observed that the Americans show a less decided taste for general ideas 
than the French. This is especially true in politics. 

[61]  Although the Americans infuse into their legislation far more general ideas than the 
English, and although they strive more than the latter to adjust the practice of affairs to 
theory, no political bodies in the United States have ever shown so much love for 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. 

[62]  This difference between the Americans and the French originates in several causes, 
but principally in the following one. The Americans are a democratic people who have 
always directed public affairs themselves. 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 the French led them to conceive very general ideas on the subject of 
government, while their political constitution prevented them from correcting those ideas 
by experiment and from gradually detecting their insufficiency; whereas in America the 
two things constantly balance and correct each other. 

[63]  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 very excitement of their 
active life. A more attentive examination will show that there is nothing contradictory in 
the proposition. 
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[64]  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 of those matters which are not the 
necessary and habitual subjects of their thoughts. Mercantile men will take up very 
eagerly, and without any 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. 

[65]  If, then, there is 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 their daily practical occupation. They will then 
be compelled to enter into 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. 

[66]  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 
 
 
HOW RELIGION IN THE UNITED STATES 
AVAILS ITSELF OF DEMOCRATIC TENDENCIES 

[67]  I HAVE shown in a preceding chapter that men cannot do without dogmatic belief, 
and even that it is much to be desired that such belief should exist among them. I now 
add that, of all the kinds of dogmatic belief, the most desirable appears to me to be 
dogmatic belief in matters of religion; and this is a clear inference, even from no higher 
consideration than the interests of this world. 

[68]  There is hardly any human action, however particular it may be, that 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 all the 
rest emanates. 

[69]  Men are therefore immeasurably interested in acquiring fixed ideas of God, of the 
soul, and of their general duties to their Creator and their fellow men; for doubt on these 
first principles would abandon all their actions to chance and would condemn them in 
some way to disorder and impotence. 

[70]  This, then, is the subject on which it is most important for each of us to have fixed 
ideas; and unhappily it is also the subject on which it is most difficult for each of us, left 
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to himself, to settle his opinions by the sole force of his reason. None but minds 
singularly free from the ordinary cares of life, minds at once penetrating, subtle, and 
trained by thinking, can, even with much time and care, sound the depths of these truths 
that are so necessary. And, indeed, we see that philosophers are themselves almost 
always surrounded with 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 discovered as yet only a few conflicting notions, on which the mind of man has 
been tossed about for thousands of years without every firmly grasping the 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 about 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. 

[71]  The difficulty appears to be without a parallel. Among the sciences there are some 
that are useful to the mass of mankind and are within its reach; others can be approached 
only 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 greater number. 

[72]  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 religion is to furnish to 
each of these fundamental questions a solution that is at once clear, precise, intelligible, 
and lasting, to the mass of mankind. There are religions that are false and very absurd, 
but it may be affirmed that any religion which remains within the circle I have just traced, 
without pretending to go beyond it (as many religions have attempted to do, for the 
purpose of restraining on every side the free movement of the human mind ), imposes a 
salutary restraint on the intellect; and it must be admitted that, if it does not save men in 
another world, it is at least very conducive to their happiness and their greatness in this. 

[73]  This is especially true of men living in free countries. When the religion of a people 
is destroyed, doubt gets hold of the higher powers of the intellect and half paralyzes all 
the others. Every man accustoms himself to having only confused and changing notions 
on the subjects most interesting to his fellow creatures and himself. His opinions are ill-
defended and easily abandoned; and, in despair of ever solving by himself the hard 
problems respecting the destiny of man, he ignobly submits to think no more about them. 

[74]  Such a condition cannot but enervate the soul, relax the springs of the will, and 
prepare a people for servitude. Not only does it happen in such a case that they allow 
their freedom to be taken from them; they frequently surrender it themselves. 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 
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of the mind, they determine at least that the mechanism of society shall be firm and fixed; 
and as they cannot resume their ancient belief, they assume a master. 

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

[76]  Perhaps, however, this great utility of religions is still more obvious among nations 
where equality of conditions prevails than among 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 one 
another, to concentrate every man's attention upon himself; and it lays open the soul to an 
inordinate love of material gratification. 

[77]  The greatest advantage of religion is to inspire diametrically contrary principles 
There is no religion that does not place the object of man's desires above and beyond the 
treasures of earth and that 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 duties towards his kind 
and thus draw him at times from the contemplation of himself. This is found in the most 
false and dangerous religions. 

[78]  Religious nations are therefore naturally strong on the very point on which 
democratic nations are weak; this shows of what importance it is for men to preserve 
their religion as their conditions become more equal. 

[79]  I have neither the right nor the intention of examining the supernatural means that 
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. 

[80]  It has been shown that at times of general culture and equality the human mind 
consents only with reluctance to adopt dogmatic opinions and feels their necessity acutely 
only in spiritual matters. 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 restrict the human intellect ought 
therefore to be carefully traced, and beyond its verge the mind should be left entirely free 
to its own guidance. 

[81]  Mohammed professed to derive from Heaven, and has inserted in the Koran, not 
only religious doctrines, but political maxims, civil and criminal laws, and theories of 
science. The Gospel, on the contrary, speaks only 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 
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will never long predominate in a cultivated and democratic age, while the latter is 
destined to retain its sway at these as at all other periods. 

[82]  In continuation of this same inquiry I find that for religions to maintain their 
authority, humanly speaking, in democratic ages, not only must they confine themselves 
strictly within the circle of spiritual matters, but their power also will depend very much 
on the nature of the belief they inculcate, on the external forms they assume, and on the 
obligations they impose. 

[83]  The preceding observation, that equality leads men to very general and very vast 
ideas, is principally to be understood in respect to religion. Men who are similar and 
equal 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; 
while 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. 

[84]  It cannot be denied that Christianity itself has felt, to some extent, the influence that 
social and political conditions exercise on religious opinions. 

[85]  When the Christian religion first 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 scepter of the Caesars. The men of whom this 
multitude was composed were distinguished by numerous differences, but they had this 
much in common: that they all obeyed the same laws, and that every subject was so weak 
and insignificant in respect to the Emperor 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 that 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 former individuality. A scale of ranks 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 
dividing human society into as many fragments as possible, Christianity did not lose sight 
of the leading general ideas that it had brought into the world. But it appeared, 
nevertheless, to lend itself as much as possible to the new tendencies created by this 
distribution of mankind into fractions. Men continue to worship one 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 protector near the 
throne of grace. Unable to subdivide the Deity, they multiplied and unduly enhanced the 
importance of his agents. The homage due to saints and angels became an almost 
idolatrous worship for most Christians; and it might be feared for a moment that the 
religion of Christ would retrograde towards the superstitions which it had overcome. 
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[86]  It seems evident that the more the barriers are removed which separate one nation 
from another and one citizen from another, the stronger is the bent of the human mind, as 
if by its own impulse, towards the idea of a single and all-powerful Being, dispensing 
equal laws in the same manner to every man. In democratic ages, then, it is particularly 
important not to allow the homage paid to secondary agents to be confused with the 
worship due to the Creator alone. Another truth is no less clear, that religions ought to 
have fewer external observances in democratic periods than at any others. 

[87]  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 puerile artifices used to conceal or to set off truths that should more 
naturally be bared to the light of day; they are unmoved by ceremonial observances and 
are disposed to attach only a secondary importance to the details of public worship. 

[88]  Those who have 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 
to run counter to them unnecessarily. 

[89]  I firmly believe in the necessity of forms, which fix the human mind in the 
contemplation of abstract truths and aid it in embracing them warmly and holding them 
with firmness. 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 religion, of which the ritual is only the form.1 A religion 
which became more insistent in details, more inflexible, and more burdened with small 
observances during the time that men became more equal would soon find itself limited 
to a band of fanatic zealots in the midst of a skeptical multitude. 

[90]  I anticipate the objection that, as all religions have general and eternal truths for 
their object, they cannot thus shape themselves to the shifting inclinations 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 a creed, 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 allows itself to be fixed on any point. The 
permanence of external and secondary things seems to me to have a chance of enduring 
only when civil society is itself static; under any other circumstances I am inclined to 
regard it as dangerous. 

[91]  We shall 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 also infuses into the heart of 
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every man; I mean the love of well-being. The taste for well-being is the prominent and 
indelible feature of democratic times. 

[92]  It may be believed that a religion which should undertake to destroy so deep-seated 
a passion would in the end be destroyed by it; 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 minds of men would at 
length escape its grasp, to plunge into the exclusive enjoyment of present and material 
pleasures. 

[93]  The chief concern of religion is to purify, to regulate, and to restrain the excessive 
and exclusive taste for well-being that men feel in periods of equality; but it would be an 
error to attempt to overcome it completely or to eradicate it. Men cannot be cured of the 
love of riches, but they may be persuaded to enrich themselves by none but honest 
means. 

[94]  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 religion, while it carefully abstains from the daily turmoil of secular 
affairs, not needlessly to run counter to the ideas that generally prevail or to the 
permanent interests that exist in the mass of the people. For as public opinion grows to be 
more and more 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 of 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 whatever is not contrary to the faith. 

[95]  I showed in the first Part of this work how the American clergy stand aloof from 
secular affairs. This is the most obvious but 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 master of the mind; beyond them he leaves 
men to themselves and surrenders them to the independence and instability that 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, simple, and 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 Roman 
Catholic 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. 

[96]  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 
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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, though secondary, objects. If 
they take no part themselves in productive labor, they are at least interested in its progress 
and they applaud its results, and while 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. 

[97]  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 it 
borrows from the opinions of the majority. 

[98]  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 a 
successful struggle with that spirit of individual independence which is her most 
dangerous opponent. 

 

FOOTNOTES 

1 In all religions there are some ceremonies that 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 but one point of belief. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter VI 
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THE PROGRESS OF ROMAN CATHOLICISM 
IN THE UNITED STATES  

[99]  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. 

[100]  Two things must here be accurately distinguished: equality makes men want 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 that governs society. Men living in 
democratic times 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 center are 
naturally repugnant to their minds; and they almost as readily conceive that there should 
be no religion as that there should be several. 

[101]  At the present time, more than in any preceding age, Roman Catholics are seen to 
lapse into infidelity, and Protestants to be converted to Roman Catholicism. If you 
consider Catholicism within its own organization, it seems to be losing; if you consider it 
from outside, it seems to be gaining. Nor is this difficult to explain. The men of our days 
are naturally little disposed to believe; but as soon as they have any religion, they 
immediately find in themselves a latent instinct that urges them unconsciously towards 
Catholicism. Many of the doctrines and practices of the Roman Catholic 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.  

[102]  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 it 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 division into only two 
parts, some relinquishing Christianity entirely and others returning to the Church of 
Rome.  

 
Chapter VII 
 
 
WHAT CAUSES DEMOCRATIC NATIONS 
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TO INCLINE TOWARDS PANTHEISM 

[103]  I SHALL show hereafter how the preponderant taste of a democratic people for 
very general ideas manifests itself in politics, but I wish to point out at present its 
principal effect on philosophy. 

[104]  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 pantheistic doctrines or they 
disclose some tendency to such doctrines in their authors. This appears to me not to 
proceed only from an accidental, but from a permanent cause.  

[105]  When the conditions of society are becoming more equal and each individual man 
becomes more like all the rest, more weak and insignificant, a habit grows up of ceasing 
to notice the citizens and considering only the people, 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 connect a variety of consequences 
with a single cause. The idea of unity so possesses man and is sought by him so generally 
that if he thinks he has found it, he readily yields himself to repose in that belief. Not 
content with the discovery that there is nothing in the world but a creation and a Creator, 
he is still embarrassed by this primary division of things and seeks to expand and 
simplify his conception by including God and the universe in one great whole. 

[106]  If there is a philosophical system which teaches that all things material and 
immaterial, visible and invisible, which the world contains are to be considered only as 
the several parts of an immense Being, who alone remains eternal amidst the continual 
change and ceaseless transformation of all that constitutes him, we may readily infer that 
such a system, although it destroy the individuality of man, or 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 while it soothes the indolence of 
their minds. 

[107]  Among 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 times. Against it all who abide in their attachment to the true greatness of man 
should combine and struggle.  
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SECOND BOOK 

INFLUENCE OF DEMOCRACY ON THE FEELINGS OF THE AMERICANS 

 
Chapter I 
 
 
WHY DEMOCRATIC NATIONS SHOW 
A MORE ARDENT AND ENDURING LOVE 
OF EQUALITY THAN OF LIBERTY 

[108]  The first and most intense passion that is produced by equality of condition is, I 
need hardly say, the love of that equality. My readers will therefore not be surprised that I 
speak of this feeling before all others. 

[109]  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. 

[110]  It is possible to imagine an extreme point at which freedom and equality would 
meet and blend. Let us suppose that all the people take a part in the government, and that 
each one of them has an equal right to take a part in it. As no one is different from his 
fellows, none can exercise a tyrannical power; men will be perfectly free because they are 
all entirely equal; and they will all be perfectly equal because they are entirely free. To 
this ideal state democratic nations tend. This is the only complete 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. 
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[111]  The principle of equality may be established in civil society without prevailing in 
the political world. There may be equal rights 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. 

[112]  Although men cannot become absolutely equal unless they are 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 among democratic nations they are two unequal things. 

[113]  Upon close inspection it will be seen that there is in every age some peculiar and 
preponderant 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 neighboring rivulets seems to flow. 

[114]  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 preponderant fact that marks those ages as its own is 
the equality of condition; the ruling passion of men in those periods is the love of this 
equality. Do not ask 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 that 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. 

[115]  But independently of this reason there are several others which will at all times 
habitually lead men to prefer equality to freedom. 

[116]  If a people could ever succeed in destroying, or even in diminishing, the equality 
that prevails in its own body, they could do so only by long and laborious efforts. Their 
social condition must be modified, their laws abolished, their opinions superseded, their 
habits changed, their manners corrupted. But political liberty is more easily lost; to 
neglect to hold it fast is to allow it to escape. Therefore not only do men cling to equality 
because it is dear to them; they also adhere to it because they think it will last forever. 

[117]  That political freedom in its excesses may compromise the tranquillity, the 
property, the lives of individuals is obvious even to narrow and unthinking minds. On the 
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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 that 
freedom sometimes brings with it are immediate; they are apparent to all, and all are 
more or less affected by them. The evils that extreme equality may produce are slowly 
disclosed; they creep gradually into the social frame; they are seen only at intervals; and 
at the moment at which they become most violent, habit already causes them to be no 
longer felt. 

[118]  The advantages that freedom brings are shown only by the lapse of time, and it is 
always easy to mistake the cause in which they originate. The advantages of equality are 
immediate, and they may always be traced from their source. 

[119]  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 that 
equality creates 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. 

[120]  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, is overthrown after a severe internal 
struggle, and 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 while they are looking another way; they are blind, or 
rather they can discern but one object to be desired in the universe. 

[121]  What I have said is applicable to all democratic nations; what I am about to say 
concerns the French alone. Among most modern nations, and especially among all those 
of the continent of Europe, the taste and the idea of freedom began to exist and to be 
developed only at the time when social conditions were tending to equality and as a 
consequence of that very equality. Absolute kings were the most efficient levelers of 
ranks among their subjects. Among 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 while 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 in their lives. 
Can it be wondered at that the men of our own time prefer the one to the other? 
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[122]  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. 

[123]  This is true at all times, and especially in our own day. 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 

[124]  I HAVE shown how it is that in ages of equality every man seeks for his opinions 
within himself; I am now to show how it is that in the same ages all his feelings are 
turned towards himself alone. Individualism is a novel expression, to which a novel idea 
has given birth. Our fathers were only acquainted with egoisme (selfishness). Selfishness 
is a passionate and exaggerated love of self, which leads a man to connect everything 
with himself 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 fellows 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. 
Selfishness originates in blind instinct; individualism proceeds from erroneous judgment 
more than from depraved feelings; it originates as much in deficiencies of mind as in 
perversity of heart. 

[125]  Selfishness 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 selfishness. Selfishness 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 condition. 

[126]  Among 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, 
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moreover, have 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 another, 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 these 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 times, 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. 

[127]  Among 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 gradually approaches 
others and mingles with them, its members become undifferentiated and lose their class 
identity for each other. 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. 

[128]  As social conditions become more equal, the number of persons increases who, 
although they are neither rich nor powerful enough to exercise any great influence over 
their fellows, 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. 

[129]  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  
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[130]  THE PERIOD when the construction of democratic society upon the ruins of an 
aristocracy has just been completed is especially that at which this isolation of men from 
one another and the selfishness resulting from it most forcibly strike the observer. 
Democratic communities not only contain a large number of independent citizens, but 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 own 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. 

[131]  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 that 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 to their fate by a common interest; 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 fear. 

[132]  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 that the state of inequality created. 

[133]  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 VI 
 
 
WHAT SORT OF DESPOTISM DEMOCRATIC NATIONS HAVE TO 
FEAR 

[134]  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 
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had already been made, by most of our rulers, of the notions, the sentiments, and the 
wants created 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 oppression like that which hung over several of the nations of 
the ancient world. .  

 

[135]  A more accurate examination of the subject, and five years of further meditation, 
have not diminished my fears, but have changed their object.  

[136]  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.  

[137]  When the Roman emperors were at the height of their power, the different nations 
of the empire still preserved usages 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 centered in the hands of the Emperor alone and he always remained, in 
case of need, 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 many; it was confined to some 
few main objects and neglected the rest; it was violent, but its range was limited.  

[138]  It would seem that if despotism were to be established among 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 with 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 customs 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 stretch of his desires.  
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[139]  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.  

[140]  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 with guardians.1  

[141]  I think, then, that the species of oppression by which democratic nations are 
menaced is unlike anything that ever before existed in the world; our contemporaries will 
find no prototype of it in their memories. I seek in vain for an expression that will 
accurately convey the whole of the idea I have formed of it; the old words despotism and 
tyranny are inappropriate: the thing itself is new, and since I cannot name, I must attempt 
to define it.  

[142]  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 does not see them; he touches them, 
but he does not feel them; he exists only 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.  

[143]  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?  

[144]  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 often to look on them as benefits.  
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[145]  After having thus successively taken each member of the community in its 
powerful grasp and fashioned him at will, the supreme power then extends its arm over 
the whole community. It covers the surface of society with a network 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 nothing better than a flock of timid and industrious 
animals, of which the government is the shepherd.  

[146]  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.  

[147]  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 the 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 who hold the end of his 
chain.  

[148]  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 deny, however, 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 that democratic despotism could assume, the latter would assuredly be 
the worst.  

[149]  When the sovereign is elective, or narrowly watched by a legislature which is 
really elective and independent, the oppression that 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, while 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 serve not 
only the head of the state, but the state itself; and that private persons derive some return 
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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 
that extreme centralization may produce, but not to get rid of it.  

[150]  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 privates 
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.  

[151]  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 own 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 
who have 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.  

[152]  I add that they will soon become incapable of exercising the great and only 
privilege which remains to them. The democratic nations that 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 play things 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 notice did not originate in the 
constitution of the country far more than in that of the electoral body.  

[153]  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.2  

[154]  A constitution republican in its head and ultra-monarchical in all its other parts has 
always 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.  
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Chapter VII 
 
 
CONTINUATION OF THE PRECEDING CHAPTERS 

[155]  I BELIEVE that it is easier to establish an absolute and despotic government 
among a people in which the conditions of society are equal than among any other; and I 
think that if such a government were once established among such a people, it not only 
would 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 times. 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 
attempt, in the ages upon which we are entering, to base freedom upon aristocratic 
privilege will fail; that all who attempt to draw and to retain authority within a single 
class will fail. At the present day no ruler is skillful or strong enough to found a 
despotism by re-establishing permanent distinctions of rank among 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 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.  

 

[156]  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 among a 
people in which social conditions are equal.  

[157]  It results from the very constitution of democratic nations and from their 
necessities that the power of government among 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, the individual more subordinate 
and weak; the former does more, the latter less; and this is inevitably the case.  

[158]  It is not, therefore, to be expected that the range of private independence will ever 
be so extensive in democratic as in aristocratic countries; nor is this to be desired; for 
among 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.  
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[159]  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.  

[160]  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, or bend them in 
strict uniformity to its slightest caprice; this was an additional guarantee of private 
independence.  

[161]  I readily admit that recourse cannot be had to the same means at the present time, 
but I discover certain democratic expedients that may be substituted for them. Instead of 
vesting in the government alone all the administrative powers of which guilds 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.  

[162]  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 ensures the 
independence of the public officer in relation to the government as much as hereditary 
rank can ensure it among aristocratic nations, and even more so.  

[163]  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 
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.  
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[164]  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-defense: 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 among democratic nations than among all others; it is the only 
cure for the evils that 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.  

[165]  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 do not trust 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 chief democratic instrument of freedom.  

[166]  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 courts of justice.  

[167]  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 always been the greatest security that 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 stronger to keep pace with the growing equality of conditions.  

[168]  Equality awakens in men several propensities extremely dangerous to freedom, to 
which the attention of the legislator ought constantly be directed. I shall only remind the 
reader of the most important among them.  

[169]  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 
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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.  

[170]  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, while 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.  

[171]  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 
despise 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; among us they ought to be kept up with a deliberate and 
enlightened deference.  

[172]  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 that men feel to a right and the respect that they display for it are 
generally proportioned to its importance or to the length of time during which they have 
enjoyed it. The rights of private persons among 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.  

[173]  But it happens that, at the same period and among 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 just when it is most necessary to retain and defend what little remains of 
them. It is therefore most especially in the present democratic times, 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 
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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 among us to be impaired 
and lost.  

[174]  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 create and to 
propagate, whatever, in other respects, are 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.  

[175]  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.  

[176]  These habits and notions, which I shall call revolutionary because all revolutions 
produce them, occur in aristocracies just as much as among democratic nations; but 
among the former they are often less powerful and always less lasting, because there they 
meet with habits, notions, defects, and impediments that 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 are more dangerous than in democratic countries, because, 
independently of the accidental and transient evils that must always attend them, they 
may always create some evils that are permanent and unending.  

[177]  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 on them and that it is far better to endure many grievances in their present 
condition than to have recourse to so perilous a remedy.  

[178]  I shall conclude with one general idea, which comprises not only all the particular 
ideas that have been expressed in the present chapter, but also most of those of which it is 
the object of this book to treat. 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 was 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; 
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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. Among 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 always 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.  

[179]  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.  

[180]  I trace among 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 that it engenders; they dread their own free agency, they fear 
themselves. Other thinkers, less numerous but more enlightened, take a different view: 
beside that track which starts from the principle of equality to terminate in anarchy, they 
have at last discovered the road that 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.  

[181]  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.  
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[182]  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.  

[183]  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 that struggles 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.  

 


