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Chapter 5
Influence of Democracy on the Feelings of the Americans [1840]
Alexis de Tocqueville

Why Democratic Nations Show a More Ardent and Enduring Love of Equality than of Liberty
The first and most intense passion which is engendered by the equality of conditions is, | need hardly say, the love
of that same equality. My readers will therefore not be surprised that | speak of it before all others.

Everybody has remarked, that in our time, and especially in France, this passion for equality is every day gaining
ground in the human heart. It has been said a hundred times that our contemporaries are far more ardently and
tenaciously attached to equality than to freedom; but, as | do not find that the causes of the fact have been
sufficiently analyzed, | shall endeavour to point them out.

Itis possible to imagine an extreme point at which freedom and equality would meet and be confounded together.
Let us suppose that all the members of the community take a part in the government, and that each one of them
has an equal right to take a partinit. As none is different from his fellows, none can exercise a tyrannical power:
men will be perfectly free, because they will all be entirely equal; and they will all be perfectly equal, because they
will be entirely free. To this ideal state democratic nations tend. Such is the completest form that equality can
assume upon earth; but there are a thousand others which, without being equally perfect, are not less cherished
by those nations.

Alexis de Tocqueville, “Influence of Democracy on the Feelings of the Americans” from Democracy in
America. New York: J. & H.G. Langley, 1840.

The principle of equality may be established in civil society, without prevailing in the political world. Equal rights
may exist of indulging in the same pleasures, of entering the same professions, of frequenting the same places —in
a word, of living in the same manner and seeking wealth by the same means, although all men do not take an
equal share in the government.

A kind of equality may even be established in the political world, though there should be no political freedom
there. A man may be the equal of all his countrymen save one, who is the master of all without distinction, and
who selects equally from among them all the agents of his power.

Several other combinations might be easily imagined, by which very great equality would be united to institutions
more or less free, or even to institutions wholly without freedom.

Although men cannot become absolutely equal unless they be entirely free, and consequently equality, pushed to
its furthest extent, may be confounded with freedom, yet there is good reason for distinguishing the one from the
other. The taste which men have for liberty, and that which they feel for equality, are, in fact, two different things;
and | am not afraid to add, that, among democratic nations, they are two unequal things.

Upon close inspection, it will be seen that there is in every age some peculiar and preponderating fact with which
all others are connected; this fact almost always gives birth to some pregnant idea or some ruling passion, which
attracts to itself, and bears away in its course, all the feelings and opinions of the time: itis like a great stream,
toward which each of the surrounding rivulets seem to flow.

Freedom has appeared in the world at different times and under various forms; it has not been exclusively bound
to any social-condition, and it is not confined to democracies. Freedom cannot, therefore, form the distinguishing
characteristic of democratic ages. The peculiar and preponderating fact which marks those ages as its own is the
equality of conditions; the ruling passion of men in those periods is the love of this equality. Ask not what singular
charm the men of democratic ages find in being equal, or what special reasons they may have for clinging so
tenaciously to equality rather than to the other advantages which society holds out to them: equality is the
distinguishing characteristic of the age they live in; that, of itself, is enough to explain that they prefer it to all the
rest.

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




If a people could ever succeed in destroying, or even in diminishing, the equality which prevails in its own body,
this could only be accomplished by long and laborious efforts. Its social condition must be modified, its laws
abolished, its opinions superseded, its habits changed, its manners corrupted. But political liberty is more easily
lost; to neglect to hold it fast, is to allow it to escape.

Men therefore not only cling to equality because itis dear to them; they also adhere to it because they think it will
last for ever.

That political freedom may compromise in its excesses the tranquillity, the property, the lives of individuals, is
obvious to the narrowest and most unthinking minds. But, on the contrary, none but attentive and clear-sighted
men perceive the perils with which equality threatens us, and they commonly avoid pointing them out. They know
that the calamities they apprehend are remote, and flatter themselves that they will only fall upon future
generations, for which the present generation takes but little thought. The evils which freedom sometimes brings
with it are immediate; they are apparent to all, and all are more or less affected by them. The evils which extreme
equality may produce are slowly disclosed; they creep gradually into the social frame; they are only seen at
intervals, and at the moment at which they become most violent, habit already causes them to be no longer felt.

The advantages which freedom brings are only shown by length of time; and it is always easy to mistake the cause
in which they originate. The advantages of equality are instantaneous, and they may constantly be traced from
their source.

Political liberty bestows exalted pleasures, from time to time, upon a certain number of citizens. Equality every day
confers a number of small enjoyments on every man. The charms of equality are every instant felt, and are within
the reach of all: the noblest hearts are not insensible to them, and the most vulgar souls exult in them. The

passion which equality engenders must therefore be at once strong and general. Men cannot enjoy political liberty
unpurchased by some sacrifices, and they never obtain it without great exertions. But the pleasures of equality are
self-proffered: each of the petty incidents of life seems to occasion them, and in order to taste them nothing is
required but to live.

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

What | have said is applicable to all democratic nations: what | 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 only began to exist and to extend itself at the time when social conditions were tending to equality, and as
a consequence of that very equality. Absolute kings were the most efficient levellers of ranks 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 that the men of our own time prefer the
one to the other?

I think that democratic communities have a natural taste for freedom: left to themselves, they will seek it, cherish
it, and view any privation of it with regret. But for equality, their passion is ardent, insatiable, incessant, invincible:
they call for equality in freedom; if they cannot obtain that, they still call for equality in slavery. They will endure
poverty, servitude, barbarism — but they will not endure aristocracy.

Thisis true at all times, and especially true in our own. All men and all powers seeking to cope with this irresistible
passion, will be overthrown and destroyed by it. In our age, freedom cannot be established without it, and
despotism itself cannot reign without its support.

Of Individualism in Democratic Countries

I have shown how it is that in ages of equality every man seeks for his opinions within himself: | am now about to
show how it is that, in the same ages, all his feelings are turned toward himself alone. Individualism is a novel
expression to which a novel idea has given birth. Our fathers were only acquainted with egotism. Egotism is a




passionate and exaggerated love of self, which leads a man to connect everything with his own person, and to
prefer himself to everything in the world. Individualism is a mature and calm feeling, which disposes each member
of the community to sever himself from the mass of his fellow-creatures, and to draw apart with his family and his
friends so that, after he has thus formed a little circle of his own, he willingly leaves society at large to itself.
Egotism originates in blind instinct: individualism proceeds from erroneous judgement more than from depraved
feelings; it originates as much in the deficiencies of the mind as in the perversity of the heart.

Egotism blights the germ of all virtue: Individualism, at first, only saps the virtues of public life; but, in the long run,
it attacks and destroys all others, and is at length absorbed in downright egotism. Egotism is a vice as old as the
world, which does not belong to one form of society more than to another: individualism is of democratic origin,
and it threatens to spread in the same ratio as the equality of conditions.

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 toward the former and the latter; and he will frequently sacrifice his personal gratifications to those who
went before and to those who will come after him.

Aristocratic institutions have, moreover, the effect of closely binding every man to several of his fellow-citizens. As
the classes of an aristocratic people are strongly marked and permanent, each of them is regarded by its own
members as a sort of lesser country, more tangible and more cherished than the country at large. As in aristocratic
communities all the citizens occupy fixed positions, one above the other, the result is that each of them always
sees a man above himself whose patronage is necessary to him, and below himself another man whose co-
operation he may claim.

Men living in aristocratic ages are therefore almost always closely attached to something placed out of their own
sphere, and they are often disposed to forget themselves. Itis true that in those ages the notion of human
fellowship is faint, and that men seldom think of sacrificing themselves for mankind; but they often sacrifice
themselves for other men. In democratic ages, on the contrary, when the duties of each individual to the race are
much more clear, devoted service to any one man becomes more rare; the bond of human affection is extended,
butitis relaxed.

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 manis
confined to those in close propinquity to himself.

As each class approximates to other classes, and intermingles with them, its members become indifferent and as
strangers to one another. Aristocracy had made a chain of all the members of the community, from the peasant to
the king: democracy breaks that chain, and severs every link of it.

As social conditions become more equal, the number of persons increases who, although they are neither rich
enough nor powerful enough to exercise any great influence over their fellow-creatures, have nevertheless
acquired or retained sufficient education and fortune to satisfy their own wants. They owe nothing to any man,
they expect nothing from any man; they acquire the habit of always considering themselves as standing alone, and
they are apt to imagine that their whole destiny is in their own hands.

Thus not only does democracy make every man forget his ancestors, but it hides his descendants, and separates
his contemporaries, from him; it throws him back for ever upon himself alone, and threatens in the end to confine
him entirely within the solitude of his own heart.
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Chapter 6
Tyranny of the Majority [1840]
Alexis de Tocqueville

Unlimited Power of the Majority in the United States, and its Consequences




[.]

The very essence of democratic government consists in the absolute sovereignty of the majority; for there is
nothing in democratic states which is capable of resisting it. Most of the American Constitutions have sought to
increase this natural strength of the majority by artificial means.1

The legislature is, of all political institutions, the one which is most easily swayed by the wishes of the majority. The
Americans determined that the members of the legislature should be elected by the people immediately, and for a
very brief term, in order to subject them, not only to the general convictions, but even to the daily passions of their
constituents. The members of both Houses are taken from the same class in society, and are nominated in the
same manner; so that the modifications of the legislative bodies are almost as rapid and quite as irresistible as
those of a single assembly. It is to a legislature thus constituted, that almost all the authority of the Government
has been entrusted.

But while the law increased the strength of those authorities which of themselves were strong, it enfeebled more
and more those which were naturally weak. It deprived the representatives of the executive of all stability and
independence; and by subjecting them completely to the caprices of the legislature, it robbed them of the slender
influence which the nature of a democratic government might have allowed them to retain. In several States, the
judicial power was also submitted to the elective discretion of the majority; and in all of them its existence was
made to depend on the pleasure of the legislative authority, since the representatives were empowered annually
to regulate the stipend of the judges.

Custom, however, has done even more than law. A proceeding which will in the end set all the guarantees of
representative government at nought, is becoming more and more general in the United States: it frequently
happens that the electors, who choose a delegate, point out a certain line of conduct to him, and impose upon
him a certain number of positive obligations which he is pledged to fulfil. With the exception of the tumult, this
comes to the same thing as if the majority of the populace held its deliberations in the market-place.

Several other circumstances concur in rendering the power of the majority in America, not only preponderant, but
irresistible. The moral authority of the majority is partly based upon the notion, that there is more intelligence and
more wisdom in a great number of men collected together than in a single individual, and that the quantity of
legislators is more important than their quality. The theory of equality is in fact applied to the intellect of man; and
human pride is thus assailed in its last retreat, by a doctrine which the minority hesitate to admit, and in which
they very slowly concur. Like all other powers, and perhaps more than all other powers, the authority of the many
requires the sanction of time; at first it enforces obedience by constraint; but its laws are not respected until they
have long been maintained.

The right of governing society, which the majority supposes itself to derive from its superior intelligence, was
introduced into the United States by the first settlers: and this idea, which would be sufficient of itself to create a
free nation, has now been amalgamated with the manners of the people, and the minor incidents of social
intercourse.

The French, under the old monarchy, held it for a maxim, (which is still a fundamental principle of the English
Constitution,) that the King could do no wrong; and if he did wrong, the blame was imputed to his advisers. This
notion was highly favorable to habits of obedience; and it enabled the subject to complain of the law, without
ceasing to love and honor the lawgiver. The Americans entertain the same opinion with respect to the majority.

The moral power of the majority is founded upon yet another principle, which is, that the interests of the many are
to be preferred to those of the few. It will readily be perceived that the respect here professed for the rights of the
majority must naturally increase or diminish according to the state of parties. When a nation is divided into several
irreconcileable factions, the privilege of the majority is often overlooked, because itis intolerable to comply with
its demands.

If there existed in America a class of citizens whom the legislating majority sought to deprive of exclusive
privileges, which they had possessed for ages, and to bring down from an elevated station to the level of the ranks
of the multitude, it is probable that the minority would be less ready to comply with its laws. But as the United
States were colonized by men holding an equal rank among themselves, there is as yet no natural or permanent
source of dissension between the interests of its different inhabitants.

There are certain communities in which the persons who constitute the minority can never hope to draw over the
majority to their side, because they must then give up the very point which is at issue between them. Thus, an
aristocracy can never become a majority while it retains its exclusive privileges, and it cannot cede its privileges
without ceasing to be an aristocracy.




In the United States, political questions cannot be taken up in so general and absolute a manner; and all parties
are willing to recognise the rights of the majority, because they all hope to turn those rights to their own advantage
at some future time. The majority therefore in that country exercises a prodigious actual authority, and a moral
influence which is scarcely less preponderant; no obstacles exist which can impede, or so much as retard its
progress, or which can induce it to heed the complaints of those whom it crushes upon its path. This state of
things is fatal in itself and dangerous for the future.

[.]

Tyranny of the Majority
[...]

I hold it to be an impious and an execrable maxim that, politically speaking, a people has a right to do whatsoever
it pleases; and yet | have asserted that all authority originates in the will of the majority. Am I, then, in contradiction
with myself?

A general law —which bears the name of Justice — has been made and sanctioned, not only by a majority of this or
that people, but by a majority of mankind. The rights of every people are consequently confined within the limits of
what is just. A nation may be considered in the light of a jury which is empowered to represent society at large, and
to apply the great and general law of Justice. Ought such a jury, which represents society, to have more power than
the society in which the laws it applies originate?

When | refuse to obey an unjust law, | do not contest the right which the majority has of commanding, but | simply
appeal from the sovereignty of the people to the sovereignty of mankind. It has been asserted that a people can
never entirely outstep the boundaries of justice and of reason in those affairs which are more peculiarly its own;
and that consequently full power may fearlessly be given to the majority by which it is represented. But this
language is that of a slave.

A majority taken collectively may be regarded as a being whose opinions, and most frequently whose interests, are
opposed to those of another being, which is styled a minority. If it be admitted that a man, possessing absolute
power, may misuse that power by wronging his adversaries, why should a majority not be liable to the same
reproach? Men are not apt to change their characters by agglomeration; nor does their patience in the presence of
obstacles increase with the consciousness of their strength.2 And for these reasons | can never willingly invest any
number of my fellow creatures with that unlimited authority which | should refuse to any one of them.

I do not think that it is possible to combine several principles in the same government, so as at the same time to
maintain freedom, and really to oppose them to one another. The form of government which is usually termed
mixed has always appeared to me to be a mere chimera. Accurately speaking, there is no such thing as a mixed
government, (with the meaning usually given to that word,) because in all communities some one principle of
action may be discovered, which preponderates over the others. England in the last century, which has been more
especially cited as an example of this form of government, was in point of fact an essentially aristocratic state,
although it comprised very powerful elements of democracy: for the laws and customs of the country were such,
that the aristocracy could not but preponderate in the end, and subject the direction of public affairs to its own
will. The error arose from too much attention being paid to the actual struggle which was going on between the
nobles and the people, without considering the probable issue of the contest, which was in reality the important
point. When a community really has a mixed government, thatis to say, whenitis equally divided between two
adverse principles, it must either pass through a revolution, or fall into complete dissolution.

I am therefore of opinion that some one social power must always be made to predominate over the others; but |
think that liberty is endangered when this power is checked by no obstacles which may retard its course, and force
it to moderate its own vehemence.

Unlimited power is in itself a bad and dangerous thing; human beings are not competent to exercise it with
discretion; and God alone can be omnipotent, because his wisdom and his justice are always equal to his power.
But no power upon earth is so worthy of honor for itself, or of reverential obedience to the rights which it
represents, that | would consent to admit its uncontrolled and all-predominant authority. When | see that the right
and the means of absolute command are conferred on a people or upon a king, upon an aristocracy or a
democracy, a monarchy or a republic, | recognize the germ of tyranny, and | journey onward to a land of more
hopefulinstitutions.




In my opinion the main evil of the present democratic institutions of the United States does not arise, as is often
asserted in Europe, from their weakness, but from their overpowering strength; and | am not so much alarmed at
the excessive liberty which reigns in that country, as at the very inadequate securities which exist against tyranny.

When anindividual or a party is wronged in the United States, to whom can he apply for redress? If to public
opinion, public opinion constitutes the majority; if to the legislature, it represents the majority, and implicitly obeys
its instructions; if to the executive power, it is appointed by the majority and remains a passive tool in its hands;
the public troops consist of the majority under arms; the jury is the majority invested with the right of hearing
judicial cases; and in certain States even the judges are elected by the majority. However iniquitous or absurd the
evil of which you complain may be, you must submit to it as well as you can.3

If, on the other hand, a legislative power could be so constituted as to represent the majority without necessarily
being the slave of its passions; an executive, so as to retain a certain degree of uncontrolled authority; and a
judiciary, so as to remain independent of the two other powers; a government would be formed which would still
be democratic, without incurring any risk of tyrannical abuse.

| do not say that tyrannical abuses frequently occur in America at the present day; but | maintain that no sure
barrier is established against them, and that the causes which mitigate the government are to be found in the
circumstances and the manners of the country more than in its laws.

Power Exercised by the Majority in America Upon Opinion

[..]

Itis in the examination of the display of public opinion in the United States, that we clearly perceive how far the
power of the majority surpasses all the powers with which we are acquainted in Europe. Intellectual principles
exercise an influence which is so invisible and often so inappreciable, that they baffle the toils of oppression. At
the present time the most absolute monarchs in Europe are unable to prevent certain notions, which are opposed
to their authority, from circulating in secret throughout their dominions, and even in their courts. Such is not the
case in America; so long as the majority is still undecided, discussion is carried on; but as soon as its decision is
irrevocably pronounced, a submissive silence is observed; and the friends, as well as the opponents of the
measure, unite in assenting to its propriety. The reason of this is perfectly clear: no monarch is so absolute as to
combine all the powers of society in his own hands, and to conquer all opposition, with the energy of a majority,
which is invested with the right of making and of executing the laws.

The authority of a king is purely physical, and it controls the actions of the subject without subduing his private
will; but the majority possesses a power which is physical and moral at the same time; it acts upon the will as well
as upon the actions of men, and it represses not only alt contest, but all controversy.

I know no country in which there is so little true independence of mind and freedom of discussion as in America. In
any constitutional state in Europe every sort of religious and political theory may be advocated and propagated
abroad; for there is no country in Europe so subdued by any single authority, as not to contain citizens who are
ready to protect the man who raises his voice in the cause of truth, from the consequences of his hardihood. If he
is unfortunate enough to live under an absolute government, the people is upon his side; if he inhabits a free
country, he may find a shelter behind the authority of the throne, if be require one. The aristocratic part of society
supports him in some countries, and the democracy in others. But in a nation where democratic institutions exist,
organized like those of the United States, there is but one sole authority, one single element of strength and of
success, with nothing beyond it.

In America, the majority raises very formidable barriers to the liberty of opinion: within these barriers an author
may write whatever he pleases, but he will repent it if he ever step beyond them. Not that he is exposed to the
terrors of an auto-da-fé, but he is tormented by the slights and persecutions of daily obloquy. His political career is
closed for ever, since he has offended the only authority which is able to promote his success. Every sort of
compensation, even that of celebrity, is refused to him. Before he published his opinions, he imagined that he held
them in common with many others; but no sooner has he declared them openly, than he is loudly censured by his
overbearing opponents, while those who think, without having the courage to speak, like him, abandon himin
silence. He yields at length, oppressed by the daily efforts he has been making, and he subsides into silence as if
he was tormented by remorse for having spoken the truth.

Fetters and headsmen were the coarse instruments which tyranny formerly employed; but the civilization of our
age has refined the arts of despotism, which seemed however to have been sufficiently perfected before. The
excesses of monarchical power had devised a variety of physical means of oppression; the democratic republics




of the present day have rendered it as entirely an affair of the mind, as that will which itis intended to coerce.
Under the absolute sway of an individual despot, the body was attacked in order to subdue the soul; and the soul
escaped the blows which were directed against it, and rose superior to the attempt; but such is not the course
adopted by tyranny in democratic republics; there the body is left free, and the soul is enslaved. The sovereign can
no longer say, “You shall think as | do on pain of death;” but be says, “You are free to think differently from me, and
to retain your life, your property, and all that you possess; but if such be your determination, you are henceforth an
alien among your people. You may retain your civil rights, but they will be useless to you, for you will never be
chosen by your fellow-citizens, if you solicit their suffrages; and they will affect to scorn you, if you solicit their
esteem. You will remain among men, but you will be deprived of the rights of mankind. Your fellow-creatures will
shun you like an impure being; and those who are most persuaded of your innocence will abandon you too, lest
they should be shunned in their turn. Go in peace! | have given you your life, but it is an existence incomparably
worse than death.”

Absolute monarchies have thrown an odium upon despotism; let us beware lest democratic republics should
restore oppression, and should render it less odious and less degrading in the eyes of the many, by making it still
more onerous to the few.

Works have been published in the proudest nations of the Old World, expressly intended to censure the vices and
deride the follies of the time; Labruyere inhabited the palace of Louis XIV. when he composed his chapter upon the
Great, and Moliere criticized the courtiers in the very pieces which were acted before the Court. But the ruling
power in the United States is not to be made game of; the smallest reproach irritates its sensibility, and the
slightest joke which has any foundation in truth renders it indignant; from the style of its language to the more solid
virtues of its character, everything must be made the subject of encomium. No writer, whatever be bis eminence,
can escape from this tribute of adulation to his fellow-citizens. The majority lives in the perpetual exercise of self
applause; and there are certain truths which the Americans can only learn from strangers or from experience.

If great writers have not at present existed in America, the reason is very simply given in these facts; there can be
no literary genius without freedom of opinion, and freedom of opinion does not exist in America. The Inquisition
has never been able to prevent a vast number of anti-religious books from circulating in Spain. The empire of the
majority succeeds much better in the United States, since it actually removes the wish of publishing them.
Unbelievers are to be met with in America, but, to say the truth, there is no public organ of infidelity. Attempts have
been made by some governments to protect the morality of nations by prohibiting licentious books. In the United
States no one is punished for this sort of works, but no one is induced to write them; not because all the citizens
are immaculate in their manners, but because the majority of the community is decent and orderly.

In these cases the advantages derived from the exercise of this power are unquestionable; and | am simply
discussing the nature of the power itself. This irresistible authority is a constant fact, and its beneficent exercise is
an accidental occurrence.

Effects of the Tyranny of the Majority Upon the National Character of the Americans
[...]

The tendencies which | have just alluded to are as yet very slightly perceptible in political society; but they already
begin to exercise an unfavorable influence upon the national character of the Americans. | am inclined to attribute
the singular paucity of distinguished political characters to the ever-increasing activity of the despotism of the
majority in the United States.

When the American Revolution broke out, they arose in great numbers; for public opinion then served, not to
tyrannize over, but to direct the exertions of individuals. Those celebrated men took a full part in the general
agitation of mind common at that period, and they attained a high degree of personal fame, which was reflected
back upon the nation, but which was by no means borrowed from it.

In absolute governments, the great nobles who are nearest to the throne flatter the passions of the sovereign, and
voluntarily truckle to his caprices. But the mass of the nation does not degrade itself by servitude; it often submits
from weakness, from habit, or from ignorance, and sometimes from loyalty. Some nations have been known to
sacrifice their own desires to those of the sovereign with pleasure and with pride; thus exhibiting a sort of
independence in the very act of submission. These peoples are miserable, but they are not degraded. There is a
great difference between doing what one does not approve, and feigning to approve what one does; the one is the
necessary case of a weak person, the other befits the temper of a lacquey.

In free countries, where every one is more or less called upon to give his opinion in the affairs of state; in
democratic republics, where public life is incessantly commingled with domestic affairs, where the sovereign
authority is accessible on every side, and where its attention can almost always be attracted by vociferation, more




persons are to be met with who speculate upon its foibles, and live at the cost of its passions, than in absolute
monarchies. Not because men are naturally worse in these States than elsewhere, but the temptation is stronger,
and of easier access at the same time. The result is a far more extensive debasement of the characters of citizens.

Democratic republics extend the practice of currying favor with the many, and they introduce it into a great number
of classes at once: this is one of the most serious reproaches that can be addressed to them. In democratic States
organized on the principles of the American republics, this is more especially the case, where the authority of the
majority is so absolute and so irresistible, that a man must give up his rights as a citizen, and almost abjure his
quality as a human being, if he intends to stray from the track which it lays down.

In that immense crowd which throngs the avenues to power in the United States, | found very few men who
displayed any of that manly candor, and that masculine independence of opinion which frequently distinguished
the Americans in former times, and which constitute the leading feature in distinguished characters wheresoever
they may be found. It seems, at first sight, as if all the minds of the Americans were formed upon one model, so
accurately do they correspond in their manner of judging. A stranger does, indeed, sometimes meet with
Americans who dissent from these rigorous formularies; with men who deplore the defects of the laws, the
mutability and the ignorance of democracy; who even go so far as to observe the evil tendencies which impair the
national character, and to point out such remedies as it might be possible to apply; but no one is there to hear
these things beside yourself, and you, to whom these secret reflections are confided, are a stranger and a bird of
passage. They are very ready to communicate truths which are useless to you, but they continue to hold a different
language in public.

If even these lines are read in America, | am well assured of two things: in the first place, that all who peruse them
will raise their voices to condemn me; and in the second place, that very many of them will acquit me at the
bottom of their conscience.

I have heard of patriotism in the United States, and it is a virtue which may be found among the people, but never
among the leaders of the people. This may be explained by analogy; despotism debases the oppressed, much
more than the oppressor; in absolute monarchies the king has often great virtues, but the courtiers are invariably
servile. Itis true that the American courtiers do not say, ‘Sire,’ or ‘Your Majesty’ — a distinction without a difference.
They are forever talking of the natural intelligence of the populace they serve; they do not debate the question as to
which of the virtues of their master is pre-eminently worthy of admiration; for they assure him that he possesses
all the virtues under heaven without having acquired them, or without caring to acquire them: they do not give him
their daughters and their wives to be raised at his pleasure to the rank of his concubines, but, by sacrificing their
opinions, they prostitute themselves. Moralists and philosophers in America are not obliged to conceal their
opinions under the veil of allegory; but, before they venture upon a harsh truth, they say, ‘We are aware that the
people which we are addressing is too superior to all the weaknesses of human nature to lose the command of its
temper for an instant; and we should not hold this language if we were not speaking to men, whom their virtues
and their intelligence render more worthy of freedom than all the rest of the world.

It would have been impossible for the sycophants of Louis XIV. to flatter more dexterously. For my part, | am
persuaded that in all governments, whatever their nature may be, servility will cower to force, and adulation will
cling to power. The only means of preventing men from degrading themselves, is to invest no one with that
unlimited authority which is the surest method of debasing them.

The Greatest Dangers of the American Republics Proceed from the Unlimited Power of the Majority

[.]

Governments usually fall a sacrifice to impotence or to tyranny. In the former case their power escapes from them:
itis wrested from their grasp in the latter. Many observers who have noticed the anarchy of democratic States,
have imagined that the government of those States was naturally weak and impotent. The truth is, that when once
hostilities are begun between parties, the government loses its control over society. But | do not think that a
democratic power is naturally without resources: say rather, that it is almost always by the abuse of its force, and
the misemployment of its resources, that a democratic government fails. Anarchy is almost always produced by
its tyranny or its mistakes, but not by its want of strength.

Itis important not to confound stability with force, or the greatness of a thing with its duration. In democratic
republics, the power which directs4 society is not stable; for it often changes hands and assumes a new direction.
But whichever way it turns, its force is almost irresistible. The Governments of the American republics appear to
me to be as much centralized as those of the absolute monarchies of Europe, and more energetic than they are. |
do not, therefore, imagine that they will perish from weakness.5




If ever the free institutions of America are destroyed, that event may be attributed to the unlimited authority of the
majority, which may at some future time urge the minorities to desperation, and oblige them to have recourse to
physical force. Anarchy will then be the result, but it will have been brought about by despotism.

Mr. Hamilton expresses the same opinion in the Federalist, No. 51. “Itis of great importance in a republic not only
to guard the society against the oppression of its rulers, but to guard one part of the society against the injustice of
the other part. Justice is the end of government. Itis the end of civil society. It ever has been, and ever will be
pursued until it be obtained, or until liberty be lost in the pursuit. In a society, under the forms of which the
stronger faction can readily unite and oppress the weaker, anarchy may as truly be said to reign as in a state of
nature, where the weaker individual is not secured against the violence of the stronger: and as in the latter state
even the stronger individuals are prompted by the uncertainty of their condition to submit to a government which
may protect the weak as well as themselves, so in the former state will the more powerful factions be gradually
induced by a like motive to wish for a government which will protect all parties, the weaker as well as the more
powerful. It can be little doubted, that if the State of Rhode Island was separated from the Confederacy and left to
itself, the insecurity of rights under the popular form of government within such narrow limits, would be displayed
by such reiterated oppressions of the factious majorities, that some power altogether independent of the people
would soon be called for by the voice of the very factions whose misrule had proved the necessity of it.”

Jefferson has also thus expressed himself in a letter to Madison:6 “The executive power in our Government is not
the only, perhaps not even the principal object of my solicitude. The tyranny of the legislature is really the danger
most to be feared, and will continue to be so for many years to come. The tyranny of the executive power will come
in its turn, but at a more distant period.”

I am glad to cite the opinion of Jefferson upon this subject rather than that of another, because | consider him to be
the most powerful advocate democracy has ever sent forth.
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Chapter 7
What Sort of Despotism Democratic Nations Have to Fear [1840]
Alexis de Tocqueville

| noticed during my stay in the United States that a democratic state of society similar to that found there could lay
itself peculiarly open to the establishment of despotism. And on my return to Europe | saw how far most of our
princes had made use of the ideas, feelings, and needs engendered by such a state of society to enlarge the
sphere of their power.

| was thus led to think that the nations of Christendom might perhaps in the end fall victims to the same sort of
oppression as formerly lay heavy on several of the peoples of antiquity.

Itis true that the emperors had immense and unchecked power, so that they could use the whole might of the
empire to indulge any strange caprice. They often abused this power to deprive a man arbitrarily of life or property.
The burden of their tyranny fell most heavily on some, but it never spread over a great number. It had a few main
targets and left the rest alone. It was violent, but its extent was limited.

But if a despotism should be established among the democratic nations of our day, it would probably have a
different character. It would be more widespread and milder; it would degrade men rather than torment them.

Doubtless, in such an age of education and equality as our own, rulers could more easily bring all public powers
into their own hands alone, and they could impinge deeper and more habitually into the sphere of private interests
than was ever possible in antiquity. But that same equality which makes despotism easy tempers it. We have seen
how, as men become more alike and more nearly equal, public mores become more humane and gentle. When
there is no citizen with great power or wealth, tyranny in some degree lacks both target and stage. When all
fortunes are middling, passions are naturally restrained, imagination limited, and pleasures simple. Such universal
moderation tempers the sovereign’s own spirit and keeps within certain limits the disorderly urges of desire.




Democratic governments might become violent and cruel at times of great excitement and danger, but such crises
will be rare and brief.

Taking into consideration the trivial nature of men’s passions now, the softness of their mores, the extent of their
education, the purity of their religion, their steady habits of patient work, and the restraint which they all show in
the indulgence of both their vices and their virtues, | do not expect their leaders to be tyrants, but rather
schoolmasters.

Thus | think that the type of oppression which threatens democracies is different from anything there has ever
been in the world before. Our contemporaries will find no prototype of it in their memories. | have myself vainly
searched for a word which will exactly express the whole of the conception | have formed. Such old words as
“despotism” and “tyranny” do not fit. The thing is new, and as | cannot find a word for it, | must try to define it.

| am trying to imagine under what novel features despotism may appear in the world. In the first place, | see an
innumerable multitude of men, alike and equal, constantly circling around in pursuit of the petty and banal
pleasures with which they glut their souls. Each one of them, withdrawn into himself, is almost unaware of the fate
of the rest. Mankind, for him, consists in his children and his personal friends. As for the rest of his fellow citizens,
they are near enough, but he does not notice them. He touches them but feels nothing. He exists in and for
himself, and though he still may have a family, one can at least say that he has not got a fatherland.

Over this kind of men stands an immense, protective power which is alone responsible for securing their
enjoyment and watching over their fate. That power is absolute, thoughtful of detail, orderly, provident, and gentle.
It would resemble parental authority if, father-like, it tried to prepare its charges for a man’s life, but on the
contrary, it only tries to keep them in perpetual childhood. It likes to see the citizens enjoy themselves, provided
that they think of nothing but enjoyment. It gladly works for their happiness but wants to be sole agent and judge of
it. It provides for their security, foresees and supplies their necessities, facilitates their pleasures, manages their
principal concerns, directs their industry, makes rules for their testaments, and divides their inheritances. Why
should it not entirely relieve them from the trouble of thinking and all the cares of living?

Thus it daily makes the exercise of free choice less useful and rarer, restricts the activity of free will within a
narrower compass, and little by little robs each citizen of the proper use of his own faculties. Equality has
prepared men for all this, predisposing them to endure it and often even regard it as beneficial.

Having thus taken each citizen in turn in its powerful grasp and shaped him to its will, government then extends its
embrace to include the whole of society. It covers the whole of social life with a network of petty, complicated
rules that are both minute and uniform, through which even men of the greatest originality and the most vigorous
temperament cannot force their heads above the crowd. It does not break men’s will, but softens, bends, and
guides it; it seldom enjoins, but often inhibits, action; it does not destroy anything, but prevents much being born;
itis not at all tyrannical, but it hinders, restrains, enervates, stifles, and stultifies so much that in the end each
nation is no more than a flock of timid and hardworking animals with the government as its shepherd.

| have always thought that this brand of orderly, gentle, peaceful slavery which | have just described could be
combined, more easily than is generally supposed, with some of the external forms of freedom, and that there is a
possibility of its getting itself established even under the shadow of the sovereignty of the people.

Our contemporaries are ever a prey to two conflicting passions: they feel the need of guidance, and they long to
stay free. Unable to wipe out these two contradictory instincts, they try to satisfy them both together. Their
imagination conceives a government which is unitary, protective, and all-powerful, but elected by the people.
Centralization is combined with the sovereignty of the people. That gives them a chance to relax. They console
themselves for being under schoolmasters by thinking that they have chosen them themselves. Each individual
lets them put the collar on, for he sees that it is not a person, or a class of persons, but society itself which holds
the end of the chain.

Under this system the citizens quit their state of dependence just long enough to choose their masters and then
fall back into it.

A great many people nowadays very easily fall in with this brand of compromise between administrative despotism
and the sovereignty of the people. They think they have done enough to guarantee personal freedom whenit is to
the government of the state that they have handed it over. That is not good enough for me. | am much less
interested in the question who my master is than in the fact of obedience.




Nevertheless, | freely admit that such a constitution strikes me as infinitely preferable to one which, having
brought all powers together, should then hand them over to one irresponsible man or body of men. Of all the forms
that democratic despotism might take, that assuredly would be the worst.

When the sovereign is elected, or when he is closely supervised by a legislature which is in very truth elected and
free, he may go to greater lengths in oppressing the individual citizen, but such oppression is always less
degrading. For each man can still think, though he is obstructed and reduced to powerlessness, that his
obedience is only to himself and that it is to one of his desires that he is sacrificing all the others.

| also appreciate that, when the sovereign represents the nation and is dependent on it, the powers and rights
taken from each citizen are not used only for the benefit of the head of state, but for the state itself, and that
private persons derive some advantage from the independence which they have handed over to the public.

To create a national representation of the people in a very centralized country does, therefore, diminish the
extreme evils which centralization can produce but does not entirely abolish them.

| see clearly that by this means room is left for individual intervention in the most important affairs, but there is still
no place for it in small or private matters. It is too often forgotten that it is especially dangerous to turn men into
slaves where details only are concerned. For my part, | should be inclined to think that liberty is less necessary in
great matters than in tiny ones if  imagined that one could ever be safe in the enjoyment of one sort of freedom
without the other.

Subjection in petty affairs, is manifest daily and touches all citizens indiscriminately. It never drives men to
despair, but continually thwarts them and leads them to give up using their free will. It slowly stifles their spirits
and enervates their souls, whereas obedience demanded only occasionally in matters of great moment brings
servitude into play only from time to time, and its weight falls only on certain people. It does little good to summon
those very citizens who have been made so dependent on the central power to choose the representatives of that
power from time to time. However important, this brief and occasional exercise of free will will not prevent them
from gradually losing the faculty of thinking, feeling, and acting for themselves, so that they will slowly fall below
the level of humanity.

I must add that they will soon become incapable of using the one great privilege left to them. Those democratic
peoples which have introduced freedom into the sphere of politics, while allowing despotism to grow in the
administrative sphere, have been led into the strangest paradoxes. For the conduct of small affairs, where plain
common sense is enough, they hold that the citizens are not up to the job. But they give these citizens immense
prerogatives where the government of the whole state is concerned. They are turned alternatively into the
playthings of the sovereign and into his masters, being either greater than kings or less than men. When they have
tried all the different systems of election without finding one to suit them, they look surprised and go on seeking
for another, as if the ills they see did not belong much more to the constitution of the country itself than to that of
the electoral body.

It really is difficult to imagine how people who have entirely given up managing their own affairs could make a wise
choice of those who are to do that for them. One should never expect a liberal, energetic, and wise government to
originate in the votes of a people of servants.

A constitution republican in its head and ultramonarchial in all its other parts has always struck me as an
ephemeral monstrosity. The vices of those who govern and the weakness of the governed will soon bring it to ruin.
Then the people, tired of its representatives and of itself, will either create freer institutions or soon fall back at the
feet of a single master.

| believe that itis easier to establish an absolute and despotic government among a people whose social
conditions are equal than among any other. | also believe that such a government once established in such a
people would not only oppress men but would, in the end, strip each man there of several of the chief attributes of
humanity.

| therefore think that despotism is particularly to be feared in ages of democracy.
I think that at all times | should have loved freedom, but in the times in which we live, | am disposed to worship it.
On the other hand, | am convinced that in the age now opening before us those who try to base authority on

privilege and aristocracy will fail. All those who try to concentrate and maintain authority in the hands of one class
only will fail. There is now no ruler so skillful and so strong that he can establish a despotism by restoring




permanent distinctions between his subjects. Nor is there any legislator, however wise or powerful, who could
maintain free institutions without making equality his first principle and watchword. Therefore all those who now
wish to establish or secure the independence and dignity of their fellow men must show themselves friends of
equality; and the only worthy means of appearing such is to be so; upon this depends the success of their holy
enterprise.

[..]

These two basic truths appear to me simple, clear, and fertile. They naturally lead one to consider how a free
government can be established among a people with equality of conditions.

The very constitution and needs of democratic nations make it inevitable that their sovereign power should be
more uniform, centralized, extensive, and efficient than those of any other people. In the nature of things, society
there is more active and stronger, and the individual more subordinate and weaker: society does more and the
individual, less. That is inevitable.

One cannot therefore ever expect that in democracies the sphere of individual independence will ever be as wide
as in aristocracies. But that is not something we should wish for, since in aristocracies society is often sacrificed
to the individual and the prosperity of the greater number to the greatness of a few.

Itis both necessary and desirable that the central power of a democratic people should be both active and strong.
One does not want to make it weak or casual, but only to prevent it from abusing its agility and force.

[.]

Itis therefore especially necessary in our own democratic age for the true friends of liberty and of human dignity to
be on the alert to prevent the social power from lightly sacrificing the private rights of some individuals while
carrying through its general designs. At such a time no citizen is so insignificant that he can be trodden down
without very dangerous results, and no private rights are of such little importance that they can safely be left
subject to arbitrary decisions. There is a simple reason for this: when the private right of an individual is violated at
a time when mankind is deeply convinced of the importance and sanctity of such rights, the injury is confined to
the person whose right has been infringed. But to infringe such a right now deeply corrupts the mores of the nation
and puts the whole of society in danger, because the very idea of this kind of right tends constantly among us to be
impaired and lost.

In the ages of aristocracy which came before our time, there were very powerful individuals and a very feeble
social authority. Even the bare outline of society was dim and constantly confounded with all the various powers
ruling the citizens. It was right for the men of those times to devote their principal efforts to enlarging and
strengthening the social power and to increasing its prerogatives and making them secure. It was also right for
them to restrict private freedom within the narrowest bounds and to subordinate particular interests to the general
good.

Other dangers and other needs face the men of our own day.

In most modern nations the sovereign, whatever its origin or constitution or name, has become very nearly all-
powerful, and private persons are more and more falling down to the lowest stage of weakness and dependence.

Everything was different in the old societies. There unity and uniformity were nowhere to be found. In our day
everything threatens to become so much alike that the particular features of each individual may soon be entirely
lost in the common physiognomy. Our fathers were always prone to make improper use of the idea that private
rights should be respected, and we are by nature inclined to exaggerate the opposite view, that the interest of the
individual should always give way to the interest of the many.

The political world changes, and we must now seek new remedies for new ills.

We should lay down extensive but clear and fixed limits to the field of social power. Private people should be given
certain rights and the undisputed enjoyment of such rights. The individual should be allowed to keep the little
freedom, strength, and originality left to him. His position in face of society should be raised and supported. Such,
I think, should be the chief aim of any legislator in the age opening before us.




It would seem that sovereigns now only seek to do great things with men. | wish that they would try a little more to
make men great, that they should attach less importance to the work and more to the workman, that they should
constantly remember that a nation cannot long remain great if each man is individually weak, and that no one has
yet devised a form of society or a political combination which can make a people energetic when itis composed of
citizens who are flabby and feeble.

Two contrary ideas are current among us, both equally fatal.

There is one lot of people who can see nothing in equality but the anarchical tendencies which it engenders. They
are frightened of their own free will; they are afraid of themselves.

Others, who are fewer but more perceptive, take a different view. Beside the track which starts from equality and
leads to anarchy, they have in the end discovered another road, which seems to lead inevitably to servitude. They
shape their souls beforehand to suit this necessary servitude, and despairing of remaining free, from the bottom of
their hearts they already worship the master who is bound soon to appear.

The former surrender liberty because they think it dangerous and the latter because they think it impossible.

If | shared this latter belief, | never should have written the book which you have just read, but would have
contented myself with mourning in secret over the fate of my fellows.

| have sought to expose the perils with which equality threatens human freedom because | firmly believe that
those dangers are both the most formidable and the least foreseen of those which the future has in store. But | do
not think that they are insurmountable.

The men living in the democratic centuries into which we are entering have a natural taste for freedom. By nature
they are impatient in putting up with any regulation. They get tired of the duration even of the state they have
chosen. They love power but are inclined to scorn and hate those who wield it, and they easily escape its grasp by
reason of their very insignificance and changeableness.

These instincts will always recur because they result from the state of society, which will not change. For a long
time they will prevent the establishment of any despotism, and they will furnish fresh weapons for each new
generation wanting to struggle for human liberty.

[.]

The nations of our day cannot prevent conditions of equality from spreading in their midst. But it depends upon
themselves whether equality is to lead to servitude or freedom, knowledge or barbarism, prosperity or
wretchedness.




