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'AMERICA' ASA THOUGHT EXPERIMENT

Tocqueville described his visit to America in 1833 as a second discovery of that world.* He
spent 286 days in the New World and then wrote the two volumes which form the grestest
anthropological essay on a civilization that we possess. Yet before briefly outlining his findings and
hypotheses, we need to be clear about two things. The fird is that the two volumes of his Democr acy,
as many Tocqueville scholars have observed, are redly very different Works He should redly have
called them something like 'Americal, and 'Democracy’ to prevent confusion.” In the following account,
for brevity and coherence, | will treat them together, though not only time but shifting intentions made
them fed very different.

The mgor difference is dleged to be that the first book was redly about America, and the
second just used America as away of taking about equdity (democracy). Certainly there is a shift. But
it is dso important to grasp that even the first volume was redly away of experimenting with ideas that
Tocqueville had partidly worked out before his vigt. The point is well made by FPierson. ‘It will not
escape the student that Tocqueville had just reversed the sequence of his perceptions. For literary
purposes he implied that he had discovered his greet natura law of modern societies in America
Actually, thisidea had been the product of his youthful experiences at home

In fact Tocqueville was fairly open about this. Near the start of the first volume he wrote'l admit
that | saw in America more than America it was the shape of democracy itsdlf which | sought, its
inclinations, character, prejudices, and passions; | wanted to understand it so as at least to know what
we haveto fear or hope therefrom.” In 1834 between the visit and the publication, he wrote to a friend.
'Some will find that a bottom | do not like democracy and that | am severe toward it; others will think
that | favour its development imprudently ... but thisis my response: nearly ten years ago | was adready
thinking about part of the things | have just now set forth. | was in America only to become clear on this
point. The penitentiary system was a pretext: | took it as a passport that would let me enter thoroughly
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into the United States. * Or as he put it succinctly commenting on thefirst volume, in aletter to J.S. Mill,
'Americawas only my framework; democracy was my subject.®

His reasons for choosing America seem to have been three-fold. Firstly, America presented a
smple, clear, field for the investigation of the questions that interested him. "The specia reason that has
put the Americans | Jn a date to be understood, is that they have been able to build their socid edifice
from a clean start.” Secondly, with his fear of the emptiness of the abstract, he felt that his message
would have more power if written as a kind of narrative. He himsdf recognized the rhetorica need to
make the abstract concrete, as had Montesquieu and Smith, and he wondered explicitly a one point
‘Here | want to illustrate how the government can do thi ngs WhICh no power before it had done. But
perhaps this idea might be introduced in narrative form..” In many ways dl of his work is a
semi-narrative, a journey or exploration, the outward form is America, England or France, the inner
thought is mankind and the riddle of modern civilization.

The third am was to use America as a guide. 'So | did not study Amencajust to satisfy
curiosity, however legitimate; | sought there lessons from which we might profit.® America should not,
of course, be directly imitated. 'The new society in which we are does not at dl resemble our European
societies. It has no prototype anywhere. It has aso some primary condltlons of existence that no other
possesses, which makes it dangerous for any other society to imitate it... % Yet one could learn from it,
and particularly from its mistakes. To make a 'migake in an old civilization like Europe was usudly
dissstrous. But the energy, youth and flexibility of Amerlca meant that ‘the great privilege of the
Americans is to be able to make retrievable mistakes™ Thus America was a thought experiment in
more than one sense. It was a place for Tocqueville to test ideas he had been developing since he was
nineteen, but it was dso, in itsdf, a avilization which was making mistakes and retrieving itsdf - trying
out new things and hence showing old Europe what it should and should not do.

* * %
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Tocqueville partly chose America because it gppeared to be young, sparsdy populated,
reaively 'smple. He came to think of it as laid out on a kind of grid. If one could undersgand the
draight roads, then one could undersand everything. Once he arived there he found another
advantage, which was its homogeneity. Leaving on one side French Canada, he found that there was a
surprisng Smilarity at a deep leve over the whole continent - despite dramatic geographica differences.
This contrasted enormoudy with his experience of Europe. 'l doubt whether there is any ndion in
Europe, however smdl, whose different 2t)arts are not less homogeneous than those of the United States
with an area haf the size of Europe™ More specificaly, and recdling his own experience of the
north-west tip of France, he wrote 'From the state of Maine to that of Georgia is a disance of some
thousand miles, but the difference in civilisation between Maine and Georgia is less than that between
Normandy and Brittany.™

The combination of newness and homogeneity made it possible to comprehend and even to give
it a name, 'America. Yet it was no easy task to understand this new civilization. There were at first
ariva a wdter of impressons, often confusing, which had to be sorted out. "You understand that |
cannot yet have a fully developed opinion of this people. At first sght, it presents, like dl others, a
mixture of vices and virtues that is rather difficult to dlassfy and that does not form asingle picture™ He
sensed that there was a surface and a deeper structure to be understood. As he later put it, The vices
and weaknesses of democratic government are easy to see; they can be proved by obvious facts,
wheressits salutary influenceis exercised in an imperceptible and amost secret way.™ Yet the difficulty
was not merdly one a the leve of confuson, or of surface and base. The red difficulty, as Tocqueville
redized, was that America was built on contradictions. It was the outcome of logicaly incompeatible
elements. Its fascination came from the fact that it was a new mix of forces, forming a restless, seething
St of combinations.

Tocqueville uses an image of a poal in a rushing stream where contrary flows meet and swirl
when he is trying to capture one of the mgor contradictions. "When one examines what is hagppening in
the United States closely, one soon discovers two contrary tendencies; they are like two currents
flowing in the same bed in opposite directions™® At other times he described more than two contrary
flows. For ingtance he taked of '...the great American fight between the provinces and the centra
power, between the spirit of independence and democracy, and the spirit of hierarchy and
subordination.”’ He noted the agjtation. "This constant strife between the desires inspired by equality
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and the means it supplies to satisfy them harasses and wearies the mind. "8 But paradoxicaly it aso led
to order. 'One may say that it is the very vehemence of thelr desires that makes the Americans so
methodicdl. It agitates their minds but disciplines their lives™™ If there was a central feature to the New
World that was to be seen in Americait wasits turbulence and restlessness, its aosence of tranquillity.

Tocqueville described this turbulence caused by the corflicts of desire and reason, centre and
periphery, equality and individualism, in a number of brilliant passages. 'No sooner do you set foot on
American soil than you find yoursdf in a sort of tumult; a confused clamour rises on every Sde, and a
thousand voices ae heerd a once, each expressng some socid requirements. All around you
everything is on the move® The contrast was re-emphasized when he returned to France. 'When one
passes from a free country into another which is not so, the contrast is very gtriking: there, dl is activity
and bustle; here dl seems cdm and immobile. In the former, betterment and progress are the questions
of the day; in the latter, one might SUppose that society, having acquired every blessing, longs for nothing
but repose in which to enjoy them.”*

The restless, swiftly changing cascade is what struck him forcefully. 'Restlessness of character
seems to me to be one of the didtinctive traits of this people. The American is devoured by the longing
to make his fortune; it is the unique passion of his life; he has no memory that attaches him to one place
more than another o Inveterate habits, no spirit of routing he is the dally witness of the swiftest
changes of fortune” Again he invoked the metaphor of a rushing stream with its cross-cutti ng currents
and turbulent cataracts. 'Often born under another sky, placed in the middle of an ever moving picture,
driven himsdf by the irresdtible torrent that carries dl around him dong, the American has no time to
atach h| mself to anything, heis only accustomed to change and ends by looking on it asthe naturd dtate
of man.”® The result was a paradox which is one of the central features of modern capitalism, that desire
adways outdtrips achievement. ‘At fird 9ght there Is something astonishing in this spectacle of so many
lucky men restless in the midst of abundance™*

®Tocquevill e, Denocracy, |1, 694

“Tocqueville, Denocracy, |Il, 796; see also Lerner's
summary of these contradictions inibid., I, c

*Tocquevil Il e, Denocracy, |, 299

>'Tocquevil l e, Democracy, |, 298-9

“Tocqueville, Journey to Anmerica, 182; cf. Tocqueville,
Letters, 44 (1831)

ZTocquevil l e, Journey to America, 183

*Tocquevi |l | e, Denobcracy, |I, 693



Copyright: Alan Macfarlane, King' s College, Canbridge. 2002

Tocqueville was aware that in ancien regime societies, mercantile wealth tended to be looked
down on. 'In arigtocracies the rich are aso the ruling class. Congtant attention to greet affairs of Sate
diverts them from the petty cares of trade and industry. Should one of them nonetheless fed a natura
indination toward business, corporate public opinion at once bars his path Likewise, manufacturing
was vulgar and 'low cast€. Beaumont, Tocquevilles travelling companion described a manufacturer
thus 'No elegance, good nature; pollte sometimes indiscreet; embarrassingly obliging; it's absolutely
America.”® In other words, being 'in trade, whether as a merchant or manufacture was vulgar, vaguely
dishonourable, somehow dirty and demeanng But not in America

The centrd American passon was the pursuit of profit, both as a means and as an end.
Tocqueville comments on this with amazement. 'So one usudly finds that love of money is ether the
chief or a secondary motive a the bottom of everything the Americans do.”” He noticed that 'A
breathless cupidity perpetudly digtracts the mind of man from the pleasur&e of the imagination and the
labours of the intellect and urges it on to nothing but the purstit of wealth.”® He redized that this was
partly to do with the 'open frontier' of America. To clear, cultivate and transform the huge uninhabited
continent which is their domain, the Amencans need the everyday support of an energetic passon; that
passion can only be the love of wedlth.”® But later, when he visited the French Canadians, he found that
they lacked this mentdity and redlized thet it was mainly cultura and historical, rather than caused by the
vast 'emptiness or the practicdities of baitling with nature.

It continued to fascinate and surprise him. ‘It is odd to watch with what feverish ardour the
Americans pursue progperity and how they are ever tormented by the shadowy suspicion that they may
not have chosen the shortest route to get it.”*° The desire for the shortest route was one of the reasons,
he thought, for the huge inventiveness and conspicuoudy growing wedth of America. They think aboout
nothing but ways of changing their lot and bettering it. For people in this frame of mind every new way
of getting wedth more quickly, every machine which lessens work, every means of diminishing the costs
of production, every invertion WhICh mak& plessures easier or gregter, seems the most megnificent
accomplishment of the human mind.*" This tendency was made dl the stronger by the huge size
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diversty yet homogeneity, of America 'In a large gate thought on al subjects is simulated and
accderated; idess circulate more fredy; the capitds are vast intellectua centres concentrating dl the
rays of thought in one bright glow; that iswhy great nations contribute more and faster to the increase of
knowledge and the genera progress of civilisation than small ones™

This mention of inventions and labour-saving devices is one of the few places where Tocqueville
explicitly talks about the early stages of the technologica and industrid revolution that had transformed
England and were garting to do the same in America As Schlefer points out, Tocqueville did,
abdtractly, recognize that the mdustnd revolution, dong with the tendency to equaity (democracy) was
one of the grest forces of histime™ He aso showed some sporadic interest in specific technologies and
indugtridization.* But in the case of America, in one of his very few falures to see into the future, he
prediicted agreat commercia, but not industrid, future for the country.*

The likelihood of continuing wedth accumulation was dso heightened by what, to an aristocrat
like Tocqueville, was a very strange attitude to work. He explained to his French contemporaries how it
was in America. '"Among democratic peoples where there is no hereditary wedlth, every man works for
his living, or has worked, or comes from parents who have worked. Everything therefore prompts the
assumption that to work is the necessary, natural, and honest condiition of @l men.*® Thus, ‘Not only is
no dishonour associated with Work but among such peoplesit is regarded as positively honourable; the
prejudice is for, not againgt, it.*” Honour, which lies in idleness in most societies, has been overturned.
'In a democratic society such as that of the United States, where fortunes are smal and insecure,
everybody works, and work opens dl doors That circumstance had made the point of honour do an
about turn and set it facing against ideness® Thus dl occupations, as long as they meke money, are
honourable and the American is very versatile and flexible in his or her dtitude. 'In the United States
professons are more or less unpleasant more or less lucrative, but they are never high or low. Every
honest profession is honourable’™ People will often do severa types of job, successively or
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smultaneoudy. 'In America it sometimes happens that one and the same man will till his fidds, build his
house, make his tools, cobble his shoes, and with his own hands weave the coarse cloth that covers
him. Thisis bad for improving craftsmanship but grestly servesto develop the worker's intelligence. ™

Tocqueville a times implied hat perhaps necessity was the mother of work, as it was of
invention, that people worked so hard because of their smal fortunes. Y et he redized that it was deeper
than this. Even as they became wedthier, they were driven on. 'For them desire for well-being has
become a restless, burning passion which increases with stisfaction.** They exhibited a restrained,
puritan passion for wedth.

Such passonate materidism Sarted with the commercid middle classes, and spread out as that
bourgeois group took over the heart of America and set its standards. "The passion for physical comfort
|s eﬂantlally amiddle-class affair; it grows and spreads with that class and becomes preponderant with

It dso spread out from the sphere of the economy into dl of life The passons tha gir the
Amerlcans most deeply are commercnal and not politica ones, or rather they carry atrader's habits over
into the business of palitics™ As Smith had eerlier observed of England, it was a country 'ruled by
shopkeepers.

Those who have commented on Tocqueville have noted that he saw tha America had
somehow solved Adam Smith's contradiction between private des re and public benefit by harmonizing
sdf-interest with public interest, creating akind of caculative virtue™ As Lerner putsit, ‘Time after time
he confronts the paradox of a society which is fragmentised k% sf-interest and salf-seeking but which
seems nevertheless to have found a principle of inner order.™ Sometimes Tocgueville just recognizes
that somehow this has been achieved. 'What a happy land the New World is, where man's vices are
amost as useful to sodiety as his virtues!™ At other times he points to the way astute politicians and
lawyers frame their activities to bring public and private good together. Thus 'American legidation
gppeds manly to private interest; that |sthe great principle which one finds again and again when one
studies the laws of the United States™’ He noted furthermore that 'American legidators show little
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confidence in human honesty, but they aways assume that men are intdlligent. So they generdly rely on
personal interest to see to the execution of the laws™

In one of the few placeswhere, in histravel journds, he tried to tackle the problem he wrote that ‘The
two great socid principles which seem to me to rule American society and to which one must dways
return to find the reason for dl the laws and habits which govern it, are asfollows. 1. The mgority may
be mistaken on some points, but findly it is dways right and there is no mora power above it. 2nd.
Every individud, private person, society, community or nation, is the only lawful judge of its own
interest, and prowded it does not harm the mtersts of others, nobody has the right to interfere. | think
that one must never lose sight of this point.™

* * %

As for the consequences of the restless pursuit of profitable activity, Tocqueville notes severd
unexpected results. We have seen that it was combined with surprising restraint, not just as a result of
the Puritan heritage. Pargphrasing certain themes in Montesquieu and Smith on the pacifying effects of
the pursuit of wedth, he noted that Trade is the naturd enemy of al violent passons. Trade loves
moderation, delights in compromise, and is most careful to avoid anger.™® With an obvious message for
his own revolution-prone country, and making a helpful distinction between permanent surface change,
and the absence of fundamentd revolutions, he wrote that 'Dally they change, dter and renew things of
secondary importance, but they are very careful not to touch fundamentas. They love change, but they
are afraid of revolutions™

The congtant immersion in the pursuit of materid gods dso dtered the whole attitude to time
and the momentum of history. Time past was irrdevant. "Aristocracy naturdly leads the mind back to
the past and flxes it in the contemplation thereof. But democracy engenders a sort of indinctive disaste
for what is old.* Tocqueville saw that political, socid and physica time are interrelated, a sort of
Eingteinian view of the reldivity of concepts of time and socid relations. '"Among democratic peoples
new families continudly rise from nothing while others fdl, and nobody's postion is quite sable. The
woof of time is ever being broken and the track of past generations lost. Those who have gone before
are eadly forgotten, and no one gives athought to those who will follow. All aman's interests are limited
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to those near himsdlf.*®> He noted the optimism and future-orientation of the Americans. "Howsoever
powerful and impetuous the course of higtory is here, imagination dways goes in advance of it, and the
picture is never large enough. There is not a country in the world where man more confidently takes
charge (5)‘f1 the future, or where he feds with more pride that he can fashion the universe to please
himsdf.

These shocks and surprises at the turbulence and commercid spirit of America led Tocqueville
to ponder on how the system could work like this. This presented him with further puzzles. He could see
that the ever-gtriving, hard-working and cdculating spirit was somehow linked to the political system.
He made a strong connection between palitical freedom and the generation of ‘wedth' or well-being. He
first noticed that this was a characterigtic of 'democratic' countries. 'There is therefore at the bottom of
democratic indtitutions some hidden tendency which often makes men promote the genera prosperity, in
spite of thelr vices and their mistakes, whereas in arigtocratic inditutions there is sometimes a secret bias
which, in spite of talents and virtues, leads men to contribute to the afflictions of their fellows™ On the
bass of his later experience in England he widened this into a universal proposition. 'I doubt if one can
cite asngle example of any people engaged in both manufacture and trade, from the men of Tyre to the
Horentines and the English, who were not a free people. There must therefore be a close link and
necessary relationship between these two things, that is, freedom and industry.”® But the actua causal
links were very difficult to discern.

At times he seemed to suggest that the bourgeois mentaity was the most important, affecting politica
ingtitutions and thence wedth. 'Everyone living in democratic times contracts, more or less, the mentd
habits of the indugtrid and trading classes; their thoughts take a serious turn, caculating and redidic;
they gladly turn away from the ided to pursue some visble and gpproachable am which seems the
natural and necessary object of their desires”®” At other times he emphasized freedom and education
and amost exactly pargphrased Adam Smith's 'peace, easy taxes and a due adminigtration of justice. 'If
you give democratic peoples education and freedom and leave them done, they will easly extract from
this world al the good things it has to offer. They will improve al useful techniques and make life daly
more comfortable, smooth, and bland. Since thelr socid condition by its nature urges them this way,
there is no need to fear that they will stop.™

Another link was between the degree of politica asolutism and centralization on the one hand and
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wedth creation on the other. He believed that ‘It is certain that despotism brings men to ruin more by
preventing them from producing than by taking away the fruits of ther labours; it dries up the fount of
wedth while often respecting acquired riches. But liberty engenders a thousandfold more goods than it
destro;ozs and in nations where it is understood, the people's resources dways increase fagter than the
taxes.™ One way in which this insidiously happened was through the draining of the more innovative
from the countryside as centrdization proceeded. 'Is it a centrdized country? The rurd didtricts are
emptied of rich and enlightened inhabitants. | could go further - acentralized country isa country of
imperfect and unprogressve cultivation; and | could comment on the profound saying of
Montesquieu by explaning his meaning - "lands produce less by reason of thar fertility than by reason
of theliberty of their inhabitants™ ®

Perhaps the nearest he came to resolving the difficulty of reciproca causation was when he wrote 'l
have no doubt that democratic ingtitutions, combined with the physical nature of the land, are the indirect
reason, and not, as is often clamed, the direct one, for the prodigious industrid expansion seen in the
Uniteg1 States. It is not the laws creation, but the people have learned to achieve it by making the
laws.™" Here he recognized that there was something behind the laws - returning again to the primacy of
culture.

Even if he had been content to explain the stuation fully in terms of the legd and politicd
freedom' he would have faced a serious problem. This was because, from a French standpoint
'‘America seemed to run itsdf without any obvious paliticd system at dl. Agan it seemed to have
achieved the impossible, to be very well organized and orderly, with few sgns of governrmen.

When Tocqueville firg arrived he expressed his astonishment at the bizarre Stuation. 'Whet is
most griking to everyone who travels in this country, whether or not one bothers to reflect, is the
spectacle of a society marching dong dl done, without guide or support, by the sole fact of the
cooperation of individud wills. In spite of anxioudy searching for the government, one can find it
nowhere, and the truth is that it does not, so to spesk, exist at al.® How then wasit held together?

One part of the solution lay in de-centraized power, which, like Montesquieu, he admired. Y et
he was fully aware that too much decentralization could be disastrous. Thus, looking back a the early
mediaeva period in Europe he described it thus: '...the cause of dl the miseries of feudd society was
that power, not just of adminidration, but of government, was divided among a thousand people and
broken up in a thousand ways, the absence of al governmenta centralisation then prevented the nations
of Europe from advancing energeticaly toward any godl.

Tocqueville explained that the Americans had created an 'imagined community' to hold together,
through ideology, an equa peoples who thus needed few police, no centrd bureaucracy, no standing
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amy. He noted that in contrast to France, '...one is bound to notice that al classes show great
confidence in their country's legidation, feding asort of paterna love for it.*® Using ‘idedl’ in the sense of
imagined, he wrote that "The government of the Union rests dmogt entirdy on legd fictions. The Unionis
an ided naion which exigs, 0 to say, only in men's minds and whose extent and limits can only be
discerned by the understanding.® This idedl community was highly artificial, manufactured, yet it feit
'naturd’. He believed that it was only possible because it was founded on that mogt powerful set of
American inditutions, the self-governing commune, and a plethora of different inditutions. 'Everything in
such a government depends on atificidly contrived conventions, and it is only suited to a people long
accustomed to manage its affars, and one in which even the lowest ranks of society have an
appreciation of politica science® The vitality was a the loca level, and fed upwards. Centralized
aristocracies like France were top-down, and the nation was only held together by physicd force. 'So,
whereas with us the central government lends its agents to the commune, in America the township lends
its agents to the government. That fact alone shows how far the two societies differ.

The whole system depended on the dynamic creation and maintenance of ‘artificid communities a the
lower levels. Tocqueville had earlier noted that "The American people taken in massis not only the most
enlightened in the world, but - what | put much higher than that advantage - is the one whose practica
political education is the most advanced.® This practicd education was absolutely essentid for
democracy to work and hence for wedlth to increase, especidly as a counterbaance to the dangers of
narrow individuadism generated by growing equaity. ‘If men are to remain civilised or to become
civilised, the art of assoc:aﬂon must develop and improve among them at the same speed as equdity of
conditions spreads’® And this is exactly what he found in America. '‘Better use has been made of
asociation and this powerful mstrument of action has been gpplied to more varied ams in America than
anywhere ese in the world.® He found that 'Americans of dl ages, dl Saionsin life, and al types of
dispostion are for ever forming associations. There are not only commercid and industrid associaions
in which al take pat, but others of a thousand different types - rdigious, mord, serious, futile, very
generd and very limited, immensdy large and very minute. Americans combine to give fetes, found
seminaries, build churches, distribute books, and send missonaries to the antipodes. Hospitals, prisons,

®Tocqueville, Democracy, |, 297; Anderson, |nmgined
Comruni ti es

®Tocquevill e, Denobcracy, |. 202-3
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®Tocqueville, Journey to Anerica, 179
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170

and schools take shape in that way.

He had heard that the English were famous for their associations, or as Montesquieu would have
described them perhaps, 'intermediay indtitutions. Yet while 'A dngle Englishman will often carry
through some great undertaking' he found that 'Americans form associations for no metter how smdl a
matter. Clearly the former regard association as a powerful means of action, but the latter seem to think
of it as the only one'* This was one explanation for thelr dynamism for it made them sdf-confident,
experienced in practica politics, unafraid of the State.” Indeed Tocqueville placed great emphasis on
individua sdf-respongibility in government and other spheres and this was one of the facts which
dtracted him to the American legd system as a centrd festure in his explanation of democracy. Firgly,
wheresas in France the politica ingtitutions dominated the legd ones, in America it was the other way
round. 'In a sense the legidature penetrates to the very heart of the administration.” Secondly, the
legidation itself was made for the people and not for the State and hence had a distinct flavour. 'Nothing
is more peculiar or more instructive than the legidation of this tlma there, if anywhere, is the key to the
socia enigma presented to the world by the United States now.”” Thirdly, the dominance of law was
combined with delegation downwards. 'In no country in the world are the pronouncements of the law
more caegorlcd than in America, and in no other country is the right to enforce it divided among so
many hands.”

Among these 'hands two particularly struck him. One was the office of justice of the peace. As
he redlized, this was a system that had been introduced from England. 'The Americans have borrowed
from ther English forefathers the conception of an |nst|tut|on which has no andogy with anything we
know on the Continent, that of justices of the peace.”® The other major delegation of power had aso
been borrowed from England, namely the jury system. In a number of places Tocqueville explained how

“Tocquevil |l e, Denobcracy, |I, 662
"Tocquevill e, Denobcracy, |I, 663

2 \Weat herford, Native Roots, 183-4 and Mander, Absence of
the Sacred, ch.13, argue that the American settlers may have
| earnt sone of the denocratic and associational skills from

the native Anericans, for instance the famus Iroquois
Conf ederacy, and that Tocqueville may have been half aware of
this. I amgrateful to Charles Ehrhart for these references.
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juries not only protected the individud citizen againgt the power of the State, but, perhaps even more
importantly, involved them in respongbility for their own governance. It was the most important
‘politica’ education they had and trained them to participate properly in ademocracy.

* * %

There was one further area where Tocqueville believed he had found a ke;/ to American
avilization. That was religion,in particular the relations of religion to the paliticd system.”” Tocqueville's
account captures yet again the deep contradictions in the system. On the one hand, it was clear to him
that religion was enormoudy important as a socid glue and as a source of consolation. Faith and hope
he thought were two of "'the most permanent and invincible ingtincts of human nature’ because "each has
a need to nourish some illuson. "® Without religious belief, man was eesily seduced into terrible
excesses. Thus in relation to the French revolution, he wrote that the 'universdl discredit into which al
religious beliefs fell a the end of the eighteenth century exercised Wlthout doubt the greatest  influence
on the whole course of our Revolution; it distinguished its character.”” Thus he was reieved to find
that in many ways Americawas far more full of genuine religious activity than the Europe he had |eft. He
believed that 'It is evident that there dill remains herealarger foundation for Chrigtian religion than in any
other country in the world, to my knowledge...® Although he modified this alittle in the published book,
he dill argued that 'In America rdigion is perhaps less powerful than it has been at certain times and
among certain peopla, but its influence is more lagting. It redtricts itsdf to its own resources, of which
no one can deprive it.*" Yet he dso recognized that it was a peculiar and different 'religion’ to the
Catholicism which he had regjected in France.

He noted the absence of a dominant religious authority and hence the freedom to follow reason
and individuad conscience. In pardld to the de-centrdization in palitics, this led to de-centralized religion
where the 'sects became the equivaents to companies (economics) or communes (politics). He
described the Stuation and his bafflement early on in his stay. Thus you see: Protestantiam, a mixture of
authority and reason, is battered at the same time by the two absolute principles of reason and au-
thority. Anyone who wants to look for it can see this spectacle to some extent everywhere; but here it
is quite striking.® There are obvious echoes of his own eerlier battle between reason and authority. And
this perhaps led to an early somewhat cynica observation which he later dropped - for dthough it

" For an excellent fuller account of this topic, see

Gol dstein, Trial of Faith.
® Quoted in Boesche, Tocqueville, 110
" Tocqueville, Ancien, 165
®Tocqueville, Letters, 52 (1831)
#Tocquevill e, Denmocracy, |, 369

8Tocquevill e, Letters, 52 (1831)
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captured the optional nature of particular fath it did not capture the sincerity. ‘People follow a religion
the way our fathers took a medicine in the month of May - if it does not do any good, peogle seem to
say, a least it cannot do any harm, and, besides, it is proper to conform to the genera rule.®

Pat of the mystery was resolved by seeing that religion had been separated from politics.
"European Chridtianity has alowed itsdlf to be intimately united with the powers of thisworld.** This had
not happened in America. State and Church were separate. This was recognized as a cause of the
mutual harmony of each. Thus in America '...dl thought that the main reason for the quiet sway of
religion over their country was the complete separation of church and state’® It meant that while
politicd and economic life could be turbulent, reigion could be cdm and certain. Thus, in the mord
world everything is classfied, co-ordinated, foremen and decided in advance. In the world of palitics
everything is in turmoil, contested and uncertain.® It was extraordinary, but it worked. By separating
the two worlds of polltlcs and religion, they came to support each other better than by forcing them into
the kind of concordats he was familiar with in Europe. 'Far from harming each other these two
apparently opposed tendencies work in harmony and seem to lend mutua support.®” Not that this
flowed from any intringc lack of zed, or even lack of ambition on the part of the sects. It was more, as
Adam Smith and others had argued, the result of stalemate. America showed this Wonderfully 'because
the religious and irreligious instincts which can exist in man develop here in perfect liberty. ™

Particularly interesting was the pogtion of the Catholic clergy. 'Protestants of dl persuasions -
Anglicans, Lutherans, Cavinigts, Presbyterians, Anabaptists, Quakers, and a hundred other Chrigtian
sects - thisisthe core of the population. This church-going and indifferent population, which lives day to
day, becomes used to a milieu which is hardly stisfying, but which is tranquil, and in which the
proprieties ae satisfied. They live and die in compromises, without ever concerning themselves with
reaching the depths of things, they no longer recruit anyone. Above them is to be found a fistful of
Catholics, who are making use of the tolerance of ther ancient adversaries, but who are staylng
basicaly asintolerant as they have aways been, asintolerant in aword as people who believe.™

He tried to capture the same point with a metaphor of a set of concentric cirdes, with the

8Tocqueville, Letters, 49 (1831)
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Cathalicsin the middle. "It is an incredible thing to see the infinite subdivisons into which the sects have
been divided in America. One might say they are circles successively drawn around the same point;
each new one is alittle more digant than the last. The Cathadlic fath is the |mmob|Ie point from which
each new sect distances itself alittle more, while drawing nearer to pure deism.” In such a situation the
extreme dogmatists, the Catholics, not only had to abandon any idea of an aliance with the State, but
they were pushed back into a purdy private role. Because of the multiplicity of sects and of different
priests, each religious group became relegated to the level of the private life of the citizen. They had no
choice but to accept that religion and their particular mordity stopped at the front door of their sect
follower; it could not be imposed on others. '"American Catholic priests have divided the world of the
mind into two parts; in one are reveded dogmas to which they submit without dlscusson politicd truth
findsits place in the other half, which they think God has lft to man's free investigation.”

Thus religion was inwardly strong and outwardly wesk. ‘Rdligion in Americais aworld goart in which
the dergyman is supreme, but one which he is careful never to leave; within its limits he guides men's
minds, while outsde them he leaves men to themsdves, to the freedom and ingtability naturd to
themselves and the times they live in. | have seen no country in which Chrigtianity is less clothed in
forms, symbols, and observances than it is in the United States, or where the mind is fed with clearer,
smpler,” or more comprehensive conceptions’®” It was not a ‘civil religion, but a privatized,
individuaized, yet heavily ethica world continuing the traditions of its Filgrim fathers.

Like Montesquieu before him, Tocqueville seems to have redized that there was something
about this religious structure which was particularly propitious for the development of what we would
now cal capitdism. It was not so much the actud dogma, but the Structurd postion of religion and the
spur it gave. Part of thisis caught by Lerner when he writes 'He even saw what Max Weber and R.H.
Tawney wereto see later: that there was an inner relation between the religious spirit and the strength of
the capitaist impulse in America, and that the smglemlnded pursuit of wedth and persona property
was linked with the single-minded quest of God.™ Or as Tocqueville himsdf put it, in a paradox of the
same kind as Weber's That is why religious nations have often accomplished such lasting achievements.
For in thinking of the other world, they had found out the great successin this™™

* * %

Tocqueville syntheszed dl these ideas into one mgor theory, that the development of the spirit of
equdity was the key to American civilization. In America he found aland which had explicitly enthroned
the premise of equdity, rather than of inequdity. It made it a centrd tenet that man was born free and

“Tocqueville, Letters, 49 (1831)
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equa. This was gill a peculiar way to look a things and Tocqueville consequently noted that ‘No
novety in Ehe United States sruck me more vividly during my day there than the equdity of
cond|t| ons.”” Equality, or democracy as he often called it, became the key to understanding America
'So the more | studied American society, the more clearly | saw equdity of conditions as the cregtive
element from which each particular fact derived, and dl my observations congtantly returned to this
nodal point.® There had been some early attempts to take inequality over from the Old World, but they
had failed. 'Laws were made there to establish the hi erarchy of ranks, but it was soon seen that the ol
of America absolutely rejected aterritoria aristocracy.”

He became convinced after his vigt that this growing equdity was the future. 'It seems to me beyond
doubt that sooner or later we, like the Americans, will attain amost complete equality of conditions.*®
He believed that 'the gradua process of equality is somehow fated.® Governments could channdl its
course, but not stop it. 'In a word, from now on democra:y seems to me afact that a government can
have the pretension of regulating, but of stopping, no.*® Thiswas al the more so because there was a
positive feed-back . The more equdlity there was, the more impatient people became a the remaining
inequdities. 'When inequdity is the generd rule in society, the greatest inequdities attract no attention.
When everything is more or less levd, the sllght&st valaﬂon Is noticed. Hence the more equa men are,
the more insatigble will be thar Ionglng for equality.™”

His certainty did not only arise from his American experience. His increasing research into the
history of Europe appeared to show the same tendency. When people suggested that a new aristocracy
creted by indudrid or commercid wedth might re-ingtate hierarchy, Tocqueville was prepared to
concede temporay, andl-scale, reversas. 'Hence, just while the mass of the nation is turnlng toward
democracy, that particular class which is engaged in industry becomes more aistocratic.' Yet thiswas
only margind. 'Does anyone imagine that democracy, which has destroyed the feudd sysem and
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vanquished kings, will fal back before the middle dasses and the rich?'® Thus his work on
Democracy in America was impdled by a need to understand and direct this tendency. This whole
book has been written under the impulse of a kind of religious dread inspired by contemplation of this
irresstible revolution advancing certury by century over every obstacle and even now going forward
amid the ruinsit had itself created."*

Tocquevilles greatness lies in the fact that as a member of a noble family, he neverthdess partidly
rgected the premise of naturd inequdity which had been the foundation of his ancestrd power. He
redlized that ‘rationd equality is the only state natural to man."® This was proved not only by the fact
that 'nations get there from suich various starting points and following such different roads™® but also by
the evidence that 'Running through the pages of our hitory, thereis hardly an img)ortant event in the lagt
seven hundred years which has not turned out to be advantageous for equaity.™’ His central dynamic,
therefore, was the tendency towards equdity, and the movement away from birth to achievement asthe
bass for socid postion. This was the unstoppable force, the tide of history. Thus he wrote that, 'the
great human revolution which we set in motion more than sixty-five years ago, advances towards liberty
only occasiondly, but towards equality with an irresistible and uninterrupted progress.™®

His anxiety was that such a tendency could lead ether to the eevation or subjugation of men
"To me the Chrigtian nations of our day present an darming spectacle; the movement which carries them
aong is dready too strong to be halted, but it is not yet so swift that we must despair of directing it; our
fateisin our hands, but soon it may pass beyond control."® His central conclusion in the first volume of
Democracy was summarized thus by J.S. Mill. They may be sated as follows- That Democracy, in
the modern world is inevitable; and that it is, on the whole, desirable; but desirable only under certain
conditions, and those conditions capable, by human care and foresight, of being redized, but capable
aso of being missed. The progress and ultimate ascendancy of the democratic principle has, in his eyes,
the character of alaw of nature™°
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* * %

Tocqueville was paticularly interested in the effects of the advancing tide of equdity on
inter-personal relations. He noted the effects on parent-child relations. He wrote that 'Everyone has
noticed that in our time a new relaionship has evolved between the different members of a family, that
the digtance formerly separating father and son has diminished, and that paternd authority, if not
abolished, has at least changed form.™ Thus, in America, ‘the family, if one takes the word in its
Roman and aristocratic sense, no longer exists.™* The phenomenon could be seen as a child grew up in
America, for 'as soon as the young American begins to gpproach man's edtae, the reins of filid
obedience are daily dackened. Magter of his thoughts, he soon becomes responsible for his own
behaviour. In Americathere isin truth no adolescence. At the close of boyhood heisaman and begins
to trace out his own path.**®

The independence of children and their separation from their parents could be seen when he
compared his own arigtocratic childhood with what he saw in America. In the former, patriarcha power
was gl present. He bdieved that \When men are more concerned with memories of what has been than
with what is, and when they are much more anxious to know what their ancestors thought than to think
for themselves, the father is the naturd and necessary link between the past and the present, the link
where these two chains meet and join.™* On the other hand, in America 'When the state of society
turns to democracy and men adopt the generd principle that it is good and right to judge everything for
onedf, taking former bdiefs as providing information but not rules, paternd opinions come to have less
power over the sons, just as his legal power is less too.™ Here, as elsawhere, hierarchy and holism
were linked on one side, with equdity and individuaism as a matched pair on the other.

The change from patriarchd to egditarian family Structures was obvioudy connected to the
change from a Stuation where the sate used the father, to one which separated politics and the family.
'Asin arigtocratic society, S0 in the aristocratic family, dl postions are defined. Not only the father holds
a rank apart and enjoys immense privileges, the children too are by no means equa among one
another.”™ Thus'In aristocracies society is, in truth, only concerned with the father. It only controls the
sons through the father; it rules him, and he rules them. Hence the father has not only his naturd right. He
is given a politicd right to command. He is the author and support of the family; he is d<0 its
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magistrate™"’ But this was not the case in democracies, where each member of the family was a free
citizen, responsble for himsdf. The dteration in power was perceptible in the tone of the relationship of
fathers and sons in America. For 'among democratic nations every word a son addresses to his father
has atang of freedom, familiarity, and tenderness dl at once, which gives an immediate impresson of the
new relaionship prevailing in the family.™™® Thus the premise of equdity changed dl the relations
between the generations, and even between older and younger brothers.

Jugt as the relations between the generations was deeply affected, so was the relation between
the genders. Tocqueville believed this to be a very important topic. Therefore everything which has a
bearing on the staus of women, their habits, and their thoughts is, in my view, of great politicd
importance.™*® He wondered whether 'democracy’ was likely to destroy or modify ‘the great inequality
between man and woman which has up till now seemed based on the eternd foundations of nature?”
Persondly he fdt sure that it would raise the status of women, and should make them more and more
nearly equal to men.** He then outlines the high status of American women. For instance 'In Europe
one has often noted that a certain contempt lurks in the flattery men lavish on women; dthough a
European may often make himsdf woman's dave, one feds that he never ancerely thinks her his equd.
In the United States, men sdddom compliment women, but they daily show how much they esteem
them."”” The Americans carried to an extreme a tendency which Tocqueville had noticed seemed
somehow to be linked to Protestantism and liberty, and hence was dso found in England. 'In dmogt dl
Protestant nations girls are much more in control of their own behaviour than among Catholic ones.
This independence is even greater in those Protestant countries, such as England, which have kept or
ganed theright of sdf-government. In such cases both politica habits and religious beiefs infuse a soirit
of liberty into the family.”"?® The fact that Tocqueville was married to a middle class English woman,
Mary Mottley, gave him an especid indght into these cultura differences.

Tocqueville noted that the freedom of American women gtarted when they were young. 'Long
before the young American woman has reached marriageable age, the process of freeing her from her
mother's care has started stage by stage. Before she has completely left childhood behind she dready
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thinks for herself, spesks freely, and acts on her own.™** This was reinforced by the relatively late age a
marriage. 'Precocious weddings hardly occur. So American women only marry when their minds are
experlenced and mature, whereas dsawhere women usudly only begin to mature when they are
married.”"* It was then maintained by a division of labour between the sexes. Men and women were
given different spheres, in recognition of ther different abilities, but each was vadued highly. The
Americans 'consder that progress conssts not in making dissmilar creatures do roughly the same things
but in giving both a chance to do their job as well as possble. The Americans have applied to the sexes
the great principle of paliticd economy which now dominates industry. They have carefully separated
the functions of man and of woman so that the great work of society may be better performed.”*® To
sum up, the Americans do not think that man and woman have the duty or the right to do the same
things, but they show an equd regard for the part played by both and think of them as beings of equa
worth, though their fates are different.™

Thus again there was a paradox. In many respects American women were quite confined in
their role. Yet they had the highest 'sation’ or status in the world. 'For my part, | have no hedtation in
saying that dthough the American woman never leaves her domesnc sphere and is in some respects
very dependent within it, nowhere does she enjoy a higher station.”™® It was another instance of a blend
of religion, economy and society. The Americans are both a Puritan and a trading nation. Therefore
both their religious bdiefs and their industrid habits lead them to demand much abnegation on the
woman's Part and a continua sacrifice of pleasure for the sake of business, which is seldom expected in
Europe.” And it was upon the superior ability and status and intdlligence of American women that the
greatness of America was based. 'If anyone asks me what | think the chief cause of the extraordinary
prosperlt}/ and growing power of this nation, | should answer that it is due to the superiority of their
women.

* * %

Tocqueville was wdl aware of the implicit dangers of the New World which he was andyzing.
In generd he was very fair and balanced in his appraisal. He saw much to admire and to praise as we
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have seen, and may aso note his admiration for the high educationa standards and the independence of
mind. It was a mighty, largely tolerant, and ambitious nation. Y &t, dongside the achievements he noted
not only the possbility of despotism and londiness, but other presently existing €VI|S. One, which he
castigated with hitterness, was savery which appalled him on his southern travels™™* Another was the
destruction of the American Indians. A book could be written just about his poignant account of the
tragic destruction then in its last phases™® Here we can only cite three examples from his extensive
journds and writings. As he watched the last huddled bands of Indians he felt an inexpressible sadness.
There was, in the whole of this spectacle, an air of ruin and destruction, something that savoured of a
farewd| that was find and with no return; no one could witness this without being sck a heat; the
Indians were cam, but sombre and taciturn.™ He summarized the European impact thus. The
Europeans, having scattered the Indian tribes far into the wilderness, condemned them to a wandering
vagabond life full of inexpressible aflictions™*'As he saw only too clearly, they were faced with an
impossible choice. 'From whatever angle one regards the destinies of the North American natives, one
sees nothing but irremediable ills: if they remain savages, they are driven dong before the march of
progress; if they try to become civilised, contact with more civilised people ddivers them over to
oppression and misery.™* Already he could see an end to their way of life and even, the prophet that he
was, an end to the wilderness.

Hisvision of the ecologica destruction that took place over the following century is shown in amoving
passage written during his ‘fortnight in the wilderness. 'In a few years these impenetrable forests will
have fdlen; the sons of civilization and industry will bregk the dlence of the Saginaw; its echoes will
cease; the banks will be imprisoned by quays; its current, which now flows on unnoticed and tranquil
through a nameess waste, will be semmed by the prows of vessas! It was the imminent loss which
added to the beauty. ‘It is this idea of destruction, with the accompanying thought of near and |nev|table
change, that gives to the solitudes of Americatheir peculiar character, and their touching loveliness™

Yet, a adeeper levd, he thought that even the white settlers were themselves being destroyed,
but by a more ingdious disease. There is sadness in this observation too. He thought that '...the people
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is becoming enlightened, attainments spread, and a middling ability becomes common. The driking
tdents, the great characters, are rare. Society is less brilliant and more prosperous. These various
effects of the progress of civilization and enlightenment, which are only hinted a in Europe, appear in the
clear light of day in America From what first cause do they derive? | do not yet see clearly. ™ Later,
though puzzled, he saw the maase more clearly. 'Why, as civilisation spreads, do understanding men
become fewer? Why, when attainments are the lot of al, do great intellectud tdents become rarer?
Why, when there are no longer lower classes, are there no more upper classes? Why, when knowledge
of how to rule reaches the masses, is there a lack of great ahilities in the direction of society? America
clearly poses these questions. But who can answer them?™*®

Another ingdious evil which he saw emerging, was an effect of that very principle of the divison
of labour which Smith had daborated. Alluding explicitly to Smith, Tocqueville asked 'What is one to
expect from a man who has spent twenty years of his life making heads for pins? And how can he
employ that mighty human intelliggmcewhich has s0 often dirred the world, except in finding out the best
way of making heads for pins?*> He expressed the thought thus. 'As the principle of the division of
labour is ever more completey applied, the workman becomes weeker, more limited, and more
dependent. The craft improves, the craftsman dips back.”* The brave new world of industria civil-
ization which he saw ahead was not one he unequivocaly welcomed. The hugeness of America, with its
physcd sze and in its growing population, presaged dangers. Those who had destroyed the wilderness
and the Indians might be the heirs to a poisoned chdice. 'Great wedth and dire poverty, huge cities,
depraved moras, individud egoism, and complication of interess are so many perils which damost
aways arise from the large size of the state™*

* * %

Tocqueville had shown how the system seemed, amazingly, to work. But why was it like that? How
had it come into being? Having diminished the importance of geography, and put 'laws into pergpective,
he was not left with much ese. For awhile, he and Beaumont thought that the explanation for the large
middle class and equdity might lie in the inheritance system. But, as Pierson points out, this was a red
herring and though it appeared in the Democr acy could not get them very far.** There was only one
arealeft, ‘culture, that is mores and customs. So Tocqueville turned to an explanation of these, reverting
to hismethodica device of the 'point of departure.’
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As Tocqueville thought more and travelled further he came to the conclusion that the secret of
'‘America would not to be found in America, but in Europe, and particularly in England. He placed his
fina ideas on the subject in afootnote to his last work, the Ancien Regime. He put forward the general
proposition that "The physiognomy of governments can be best detected in their colonies, for there thelr
features are magnified, and rendered more conspicuous. When | want to discover the spirit and vices of
the government of Louis XIV, | must go to Canada. Its deformities are seen there as through a
microscope.™*® The same was true of the relationship of the United States and England. 'In the United
States ... the English anti-centraisation system was carried to an extreme. Parishes became independent
munlupdma amost democratic republics. The republican dement, which forms, o0 to say, the
foundation of the English condtitution and English habits, showsiitself and develops without hi ndrance
This dso helped to explain the homogeneity of the Unlted States - ‘there was a strong family likeness
between dl the English colonies as they came to hirth.™*

He developed the idea of a germ, or seed, which shaped the colony but then took certain early
tendencies further than in the homedand. 'l do not think the intervening ocean redly separates America
from Europe. The people of the United Star[es are that portion of the English people whose fate it is to
explore the forests of the New World...** "That portion' had taken the centra feature, liberty, with
them. 'At the time of the firg immigrations, locd government, thet fertile germ of free ingdtitutions, had
aready taken deep root in English ways, and therewlth the dogma of the sovereignty of the people had
dipped into the very heart of the Tudor monarchy.™* They aso took the separation of rellglon and
politics. 'Most of English America was peopled by men who, having shaken off the pope's authority,
acknowledged no other religious supremacy; they therefore brought to the New World a Chrigtianity
which | can only describe as democratic and republican; this fact sngularly favoured the establishment
of atempord republlc and democracy. From the gtart politics and religion agreed, and they have not
since ceased to do s0."*® These central festures had been taken to their logical extreme. 'If it be true
that each people has a specid character independent of its political interest, just as each man has one
independent of his socid podtion, one might say that America gives the most perfect picture, for good
and for ill, of the special character of the English race. The American is the Englishman Ieft to himself."*
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This was because of two sgnificant facts. Firgly physica distance had created the practica
necessty for sdf-governing locd government inditutions to take a greater burden than in the old
country. From the very early days in the new colonies 'One continudly finds them exercisang rights of
sovereignty; they appointed magidrates, made peace and war, promulgated police regulations, and
enacted laws as if they were dependent on God aone ™™ Secondly, the old hierarchical structure of
England was not trandferred. There was no extreme divison of landed wedth, no aristocracy, no
traditiond gentry. In a sense America was an extenson of that great middling part of English socid
dructure, from the yeoman up to the successful manufacturer or merchant. The two extremes, the
landless poor and the owners of huge estates, had vanished. As a reault, 'All, from the beginning,
seemed dedtined to let freedom grow, not the aristocratic freedom of their motherland but a
midde-class and democratlc freedom of which the world's hisory had not previoudy provided a
complete example™" This was the fascination of studying America Out of old English elements it had
shaped something new and unprecedented. Because of its short history it was possible to observe
exactly how it had started and how evolved and to see the combination of seed and maturation.
'‘Americais the only country in which we can watch the naturd quiet growth of soaety and where it is
possible to be exact about the influence of the point of departure on the future of a state.™

At a specific level there were paticular inditutiond transfers. Thus the flowering of locd
government in America flowed from the essentid principle of the English polity. Transported at a Sngle
groke far from the feudd remnants of Europe, "the rurd parish of the Middle Ages became the New
England township."*>* Y et this was just one element of the generalized system of freedom, carried from
England. The English who emigrated three centuries ago to found a democratic society in the wilds of
the New World were dready accustomed in their motherland, to take part in public affairs, they knew
trid by jury; they had liberty of speech and freedom of the press, persond freedom, and the conception
of rights and the practice of asserting them. They carried these free inditutions and virile mores with
them to America, and these characteristics sustained them againgt the encroachments of the stete.” In
turn, again linking freedom and wedth, he found that The English colonies - and that was one of the
man reasons for ther prosperity - have dways enjoyed more internd freedom and politica
independence than those of other nations.*>
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Tocqueville thus became increasingly aware, even during hs stay in America, that in order to
understand the origins and causes of that extraordinary land he would have to continue his travels. The
answer to hisriddle lay in the 'point of departure, and that point seemed to lie in England. Thus shortly
after he returned from America he made a five week trip to England. Then in May to September 1835
he made a longer vigt to study the country in depth. England, in fact, became his second home and not
only because he had married an English wife. It was findly in England rather than Americatha he found
the answer to some of his riddles. America was the future but in order to understand that future one
must understand the past and present of a smdl idand which had recently developed into the most
powerful nation the world had ever known.

25



