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Democracy in America

Book 2

Influence of Democracy on the Feelings of
Americans

Chapter I: Why Democratic Nations Show a
More Ardent and Enduring Love of Equality

Than of Liberty

The first and most intense passion which is engendered by the

equality of conditions is, I need hardly say, the love of that

same equality. My readers will therefore not be surprised that

I speak of its before all others. Everybody has remarked that in

our time, and especially in France, this passion for equality is

every day gaining ground in the human heart. It has been said

a hundred times that our contemporaries are far more ardently

and tenaciously attached to equality than to freedom; but as I

do not find that the causes of the fact have been sufficiently

analyzed, I shall endeavor to point them out.

It is possible to imagine an extreme point at which free-

dom and equality would meet and be confounded together.

Let us suppose that all the members of the community take

a part in the government, and that each of them has an equal

right to take a part in it. As none is different from his fel-

lows, none can exercise a tyrannical power: men will be per-

fectly 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 com-

pletest form that equality can assume upon earth; but there

are a thousand others which, without being equally perfect,

are not less cherished by those nations.

The principle of equality may be established in civil soci-

ety, 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 free-

dom 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
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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 free-

dom. Although men cannot become absolutely equal unless

they be entirely free, and consequently equality, pushed to

its furthest extent, may be confounded with freedom, yet

there is good reason for distinguishing the one from the other.

The taste which men have for liberty, and that which they

feel for equality, are, in fact, two different things; and I am

not afraid to add that, amongst democratic nations, they are

two unequal things.

Upon close inspection, it will be seen that there is in every

age some peculiar and preponderating fact with which all

others are connected; this fact almost always gives birth to

some pregnant idea or some ruling passion, which attracts

to itself, and bears away in its course, all the feelings and

opinions of the time: it is like a great stream, towards which

each of the surrounding rivulets seems to flow. Freedom has

appeared in the world at different times and under various

forms; it has not been exclusively bound to any social condi-

tion, and it is not confined to democracies. Freedom can-

not, therefore, form the distinguishing characteristic of demo-

cratic 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 labori-

ous 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 there-

fore not only cling to equality because it is dear to them;

they also adhere to it because they think it will last forever.
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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 com-

monly avoid pointing them out. They know that the calami-

ties 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 be-

come 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 in-

stantaneous, 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 gen-

eral. 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 bar-

riers 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 pas-

sion 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
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they risk their dearest interests: they are deaf. Show them

not freedom escaping from their grasp, whilst they are look-

ing another way: they are blind – or rather, they can discern

but one sole object to be desired in the universe.

What I have said is applicable to all democratic nations:

what I am about to say concerns the French alone. Amongst

most modern nations, and especially amongst all those of

the Continent of Europe, the taste and the idea of freedom

only began to exist and to extend themselves at the time

when social conditions were tending to equality, and as a

consequence of that very equality. Absolute kings were the

most efficient levellers of ranks amongst their subjects.

Amongst these nations equality preceded freedom: equality

was therefore a fact of some standing when freedom was still

a novelty: the one had already created customs, opinions,

and laws belonging to it, when the other, alone and for the

first time, came into actual existence. Thus the latter was

still only an affair of opinion and of taste, whilst the former

had already crept into the habits of the people, possessed

itself of their manners, and given a particular turn to the

smallest actions of their lives. Can it be wondered that the

men of our own time prefer the one to the other?

I think that democratic communities have a natural taste

for freedom: left to themselves, they will seek it, cherish it,

and view any privation of it with regret. But for equality,

their passion is ardent, insatiable, incessant, invincible: they

call for equality in freedom; and if they cannot obtain that,

they still call for equality in slavery. They will endure pov-

erty, servitude, barbarism – but they will not endure aristoc-

racy. This is true at all times, and especially true in our own.

All men and all powers seeking to cope with this irresistible

passion, will be overthrown and destroyed by it. In our age,

freedom cannot be established without it, and despotism it-

self cannot reign without its support.

Chapter II: Of Individualism in Democratic
Countries

I have shown how it is that in ages of equality every man

seeks for his opinions within himself: I am now about to
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show how it is that, in the same ages, all his feelings are

turned towards himselfalone. Individualism* is a novel ex-

pression, to which a novel idea has given birth. Our fathers

were only acquainted with egotism. Egotism is a passionate

and exaggerated love of self, which leads a man to connect

everything with his own person, and to prefer himself to

everything in the world. Individualism is a mature and calm

feeling, which disposes each member of the community to

sever himself from the mass of his fellow-creatures; and to

draw apart with his family and his friends; so that, after he

has thus formed a little circle of his own, he willingly leaves

society at large to itself. Egotism originates in blind instinct:

individualism proceeds from erroneous judgment more than

from depraved feelings; it originates as much in the deficien-

cies 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 down-

right egotism. Egotism is a vice as old as the world, which

does not belong to one form of society more than to an-

other: individualism is of democratic origin, and it threatens

to spread in the same ratio as the equality of conditions.

Amongst aristocratic nations, as families remain for centu-

ries in the same condition, often on the same spot, all gen-

erations become as it were contemporaneous. A man almost

always knows his forefathers, and respects them: he thinks

he already sees his remote descendants, and he loves them.

He willingly imposes duties on himself towards the former

and the latter; and he will frequently sacrifice his personal

gratifications to those who went before and to those who

will come after him. Aristocratic institutions have, moreover,

the effect of closely binding every man to several of his fel-

low-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 aristo-

cratic communities all the citizens occupy fixed positions,

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

most always closely attached to something placed out of their

own sphere, and they are often disposed to forget themselves.

It is true that in those ages the notion of human fellowship is

faint, and that men seldom think of sacrificing themselves

for mankind; but they often sacrifice themselves for other

men. In democratic ages, on the contrary, when the duties

of each individual to the race are much more clear, devoted

service to any one man becomes more rare; the bond of hu-

man affection is extended, but it is relaxed.

Amongst democratic nations new families are constantly

springing up, others are constantly falling away, and all that

remain change their condition; the woof of time is every

instant broken, and the track of generations effaced. Those

who went before are soon forgotten; of those who will come

after no one has any idea: the interest of man is confined to

those in close propinquity to himself. As each class approxi-

mates to other classes, and intermingles with them, its mem-

bers become indifferent and as strangers to one another. Ar-

istocracy had made a chain of all the members of the com-

munity, from the peasant to the king: democracy breaks that

chain, and severs every link of it. As social conditions be-

come more equal, the number of persons increases who, al-

though 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 sepa-

rates 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 III: Individualism Stronger at the Close
of a Democratic Revolution Than at Other

Periods

The period when the construction of democratic society upon

the ruins of an aristocracy has just been completed, is espe-

cially that at which this separation of men from one another,

and the egotism resulting from it, most forcibly strike the

observation. Democratic communities not only contain a

large number of independent citizens, but they are constantly

filled with men who, having entered but yesterday upon their

independent condition, are intoxicated with their new power.

They entertain a presumptuous confidence in their strength,

and as they do not suppose that they can henceforward ever

have occasion to claim the assistance of their fellow-crea-

tures, they do not scruple to show that they care for nobody

but themselves.

An aristocracy seldom yields without a protracted struggle,

in the course of which implacable animosities are kindled

between the different classes of society. These passions sur-

vive the victory, and traces of them may be observed in the

midst of the democratic confusion which ensues. Those

members of the community who were at the top of the late

gradations of rank cannot immediately forget their former

greatness; they will long regard themselves as aliens in the

midst of the newly composed society. They look upon all

those whom this state of society has made their equals as

oppressors, whose destiny can excite no sympathy; they have

lost sight of their former equals, and feel no longer bound by

a common interest to their fate: each of them, standing aloof,

thinks that he is reduced to care for himself alone. Those, on

the contrary, who were formerly at the foot of the social scale,

and who have been brought up to the common level by a

sudden revolution, cannot enjoy their newly acquired inde-

pendence without secret uneasiness; and if they meet with

some of their former superiors on the same footing as them-

selves, they stand aloof from them with an expression of tri-

umph and of fear. It is, then, commonly at the outset of

democratic society that citizens are most disposed to live apart.

Democracy leads men not to draw near to their fellow- crea-

tures; but democratic revolutions lead them to shun each

other, and perpetuate in a state of equality the animosities
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which the state of inequality engendered. The great advan-

tage of the Americans is that they have arrived at a state of

democracy without having to endure a democratic revolu-

tion; and that they are born equal, instead of becoming so.

Chapter IV: That the Americans Combat the
Effects of Individualism by Free Institutions

Despotism, which is of a very timorous nature, is never more

secure of continuance than when it can keep men asunder;

and all is influence is commonly exerted for that purpose.

No vice of the human heart is so acceptable to it as egotism:

a despot easily forgives his subjects for not loving him, pro-

vided they do not love each other. He does not ask them to

assist him in governing the State; it is enough that they do

not aspire to govern it themselves. He stigmatizes as turbu-

lent and unruly spirits those who would combine their exer-

tions to promote the prosperity of the community, and, per-

verting the natural meaning of words, he applauds as good

citizens those who have no sympathy for any but themselves.

Thus the vices which despotism engenders are precisely those

which equality fosters. These two things mutually and per-

niciously complete and assist each other. Equality places men

side by side, unconnected by any common tie; despotism

raises barriers to keep them asunder; the former predisposes

them not to consider their fellow-creatures, the latter makes

general indifference a sort of public virtue.

Despotism then, which is at all times dangerous, is more

particularly to be feared in democratic ages. It is easy to see

that in those same ages men stand most in need of free-

dom. When the members of a community are forced to

attend to public affairs, they are necessarily drawn from

the circle of their own interests, and snatched at times from

self-observation. As soon as a man begins to treat of public

affairs in public, he begins to perceive that he is not so

independent of his fellow-men as he had at first imagined,

and that, in order to obtain their support, he must often

lend them his co-operation.

When the public is supreme, there is no man who does

not feel the value of public goodwill, or who does not en-

deavor to court it by drawing to himself the esteem and af-

fection of those amongst whom he is to live. Many of the
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passions which congeal and keep asunder human hearts, are

then obliged to retire and hide below the surface. Pride must

be dissembled; disdain dares not break out; egotism fears its

own self. Under a free government, as most public offices are

elective, the men whose elevated minds or aspiring hopes are

too closely circumscribed in private life, constantly feel that

they cannot do without the population which surrounds

them. Men learn at such times to think of their fellow- men

from ambitious motives; and they frequently find it, in a

manner, their interest to forget themselves.

I may here be met by an objection derived from election-

eering intrigues, the meannesses of candidates, and the cal-

umnies of their opponents. These are opportunities for ani-

mosity which occur the oftener the more frequent elections

become. Such evils are doubtless great, but they are tran-

sient; whereas the benefits which attend them remain. The

desire of being elected may lead some men for a time to

violent hostility; but this same desire leads all men in the

long run mutually to support each other; and if it happens

that an election accidentally severs two friends, the electoral

system brings a multitude of citizens permanently together,

who would always have remained unknown to each other.

Freedom engenders private animosities, but despotism gives

birth to general indifference.

The Americans have combated by free institutions the ten-

dency of equality to keep men asunder, and they have sub-

dued it. The legislators of America did not suppose that a

general representation of the whole nation would suffice to

ward off a disorder at once so natural to the frame of demo-

cratic society, and so fatal: they also thought that it would be

well to infuse political life into each portion of the territory,

in order to multiply to an infinite extent opportunities of

acting in concert for all the members of the community, and

to make them constantly feel their mutual dependence on

each other. The plan was a wise one. The general affairs of a

country only engage the attention of leading politicians, who

assemble from time to time in the same places; and as they

often lose sight of each other afterwards, no lasting ties are

established between them. But if the object be to have the

local affairs of a district conducted by the men who reside

there, the same persons are always in contact, and they are,

in a manner, forced to be acquainted, and to adapt them-
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selves to one another.

It is difficult to draw a man out of his own circle to interest

him in the destiny of the State, because he does not clearly

understand what influence the destiny of the State can have

upon his own lot. But if it be proposed to make a road cross

the end of his estate, he will see at a glance that there is a

connection between this small public affair and his greatest

private affairs; and he will discover, without its being shown

to him, the close tie which unites private to general interest.

Thus, far more may be done by intrusting to the citizens the

administration of minor affairs than by surrendering to them

the control of important ones, towards interesting them in

the public welfare, and convincing them that they constantly

stand in need one of the other in order to provide for it. A

brilliant achievement may win for you the favor of a people

at one stroke; but to earn the love and respect of the popula-

tion which surrounds you, a long succession of little services

rendered and of obscure good deeds -a constant habit of kind-

ness, and an established reputation for disinterestedness -

will be required. Local freedom, then, which leads a great

number of citizens to value the affection of their neighbors

and of their kindred, perpetually brings men together, and

forces them to help one another, in spite of the propensities

which sever them.

In the United States the more opulent citizens take great

care not to stand aloof from the people; on the contrary,

they constantly keep on easy terms with the lower classes:

they listen to them, they speak to them every day. They know

that the rich in democracies always stand in need of the poor;

and that in democratic ages you attach a poor man to you

more by your manner than by benefits conferred. The mag-

nitude of such benefits, which sets off the difference of con-

ditions, causes a secret irritation to those who reap advan-

tage from them; but the charm of simplicity of manners is

almost irresistible: their affability carries men away, and even

their want of polish is not always displeasing. This truth does

not take root at once in the minds of the rich. They gener-

ally resist it as long as the democratic revolution lasts, and

they do not acknowledge it immediately after that revolu-

tion is accomplished. They are very ready to do good to the

people, but they still choose to keep them at arm’s length;

they think that is sufficient, but they are mistaken. They
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might spend fortunes thus without warming the hearts of

the population around them; - that population does not ask

them for the sacrifice of their money, but of their pride.

It would seem as if every imagination in the United States

were upon the stretch to invent means of increasing the wealth

and satisfying the wants of the public. The best-informed

inhabitants of each district constantly use their information

to discover new truths which may augment the general pros-

perity; and if they have made any such discoveries, they ea-

gerly surrender them to the mass of the people.

When the vices and weaknesses, frequently exhibited by those

who govern in America, are closely examined, the prosperity

of the people occasions - but improperly occasions - surprise.

Elected magistrates do not make the American democracy

flourish; it flourishes because the magistrates are elective.

It would be unjust to suppose that the patriotism and the

zeal which every American displays for the welfare of his fel-

low-citizens are wholly insincere. Although private interest

directs the greater part of human actions in the United States

as well as elsewhere, it does not regulate them all. I must say

that I have often seen Americans make great and real sacrifices

to the public welfare; and I have remarked a hundred instances

in which they hardly ever failed to lend faithful support to

each other. The free institutions which the inhabitants of the

United States possess, and the political rights of which they

make so much use, remind every citizen, and in a thousand

ways, that he lives in society. They every instant impress upon

his mind the notion that it is the duty, as well as the interest of

men, to make themselves useful to their fellow-creatures; and

as he sees no particular ground of animosity to them, since he

is never either their master or their slave, his heart readily leans

to the side of kindness. Men attend to the interests of the

public, first by necessity, afterwards by choice: what was in-

tentional becomes an instinct; and by dint of working for the

good of one’s fellow citizens, the habit and the taste for serv-

ing them is at length acquired.

Many people in France consider equality of conditions as

one evil, and political freedom as a second. When they are

obliged to yield to the former, they strive at least to escape

from the latter. But I contend that in order to combat the

evils which equality may produce, there is only one effectual

remedy -namely, political freedom.
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Book Two – Chapters V – VII

Chapter V: Of the Use Which the Americans
Make of Public Associations in Civil Life

I do not propose to speak of those political associations -by

the aid of which men endeavor to defend themselves against

the despotic influence of a majority - or against the aggres-

sions of regal power. That subject I have already treated. If

each citizen did not learn, in proportion as he individually

becomes more feeble, and consequently more incapable of

preserving his freedom single-handed, to combine with his

fellow-citizens for the purpose of defending it, it is clear that

tyranny would unavoidably increase together with equality.

Those associations only which are formed in civil life, with-

out reference to political objects, are here adverted to. The

political associations which exist in the United States are only

a single feature in the midst of the immense assemblage of

associations in that country. Americans of all ages, all condi-

tions, and all dispositions, constantly form associations. They

have not only commercial and manufacturing companies,

in which all take part, but associations of a thousand other

kinds -religious, moral, serious, futile, extensive, or restricted,

enormous or diminutive. The Americans make associations

to give entertainments, to found establishments for educa-

tion, to build inns, to construct churches, to diffuse books,

to send missionaries to the antipodes; and in this manner

they found hospitals, prisons, and schools. If it be proposed

to advance some truth, or to foster some feeling by the en-

couragement of a great example, they form a society. Wher-

ever, at the head of some new undertaking, you see the gov-

ernment in France, or a man of rank in England, in the United

States you will be sure to find an association. I met with

several kinds of associations in America, of which I confess I

had no previous notion; and I have often admired the ex-

treme skill with which the inhabitants of the United States

succeed in proposing a common object to the exertions of a

great many men, and in getting them voluntarily to pursue

it. I have since travelled over England, whence the Ameri-

cans have taken some of their laws and many of their cus-

toms; and it seemed to me that the principle of association

was by no means so constantly or so adroitly used in that
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country. The English often perform great things singly;

whereas the Americans form associations for the smallest

undertakings. It is evident that the former people consider

association as a powerful means of action, but the latter seem

to regard it as the only means they have of acting.

Thus the most democratic country on the face of the earth

is that in which men have in our time carried to the highest

perfection the art of pursuing in common the object of their

common desires, and have applied this new science to the great-

est number of purposes. Is this the result of accident? or is

there in reality any necessary connection between the prin-

ciple of association and that of equality? Aristocratic commu-

nities always contain, amongst a multitude of persons who by

themselves are powerless, a small number of powerful and

wealthy citizens, each of whom can achieve great undertak-

ings single-handed. In aristocratic societies men do not need

to combine in order to act, because they are strongly held to-

gether. Every wealthy and powerful citizen constitutes the head

of a permanent and compulsory association, composed of all

those who are dependent upon him, or whom he makes sub-

servient to the execution of his designs. Amongst democratic

nations, on the contrary, all the citizens are independent and

feeble; they can do hardly anything by themselves, and none

of them can oblige his fellow-men to lend him their assis-

tance. They all, therefore, fall into a state of incapacity, if they

do not learn voluntarily to help each other. If men living in

democratic countries had no right and no inclination to asso-

ciate for political purposes, their independence would be in

great jeopardy; but they might long preserve their wealth and

their cultivation: whereas if they never acquired the habit of

forming associations in ordinary life, civilization itself would

be endangered. A people amongst which individuals should

lose the power of achieving great things single-handed, with-

out acquiring the means of producing them by united exer-

tions, would soon relapse into barbarism.

Unhappily, the same social condition which renders asso-

ciations so necessary to democratic nations, renders their for-

mation more difficult amongst those nations than amongst

all others. When several members of an aristocracy agree to

combine, they easily succeed in doing so; as each of them

brings great strength to the partnership, the number of its

members may be very limited; and when the members of an
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association are limited in number, they may easily become

mutually acquainted, understand each other, and establish

fixed regulations. The same opportunities do not occur

amongst democratic nations, where the associated members

must always be very numerous for their association to have

any power.

I am aware that many of my countrymen are not in the

least embarrassed by this difficulty. They contend that the

more enfeebled and incompetent the citizens become, the

more able and active the government ought to be rendered,

in order that society at large may execute what individuals

can no longer accomplish. They believe this answers the whole

difficulty, but I think they are mistaken. A government might

perform the part of some of the largest American compa-

nies; and several States, members of the Union, have already

attempted it; but what political power could ever carry on

the vast multitude of lesser undertakings which the Ameri-

can citizens perform every day, with the assistance of the

principle of association? It is easy to foresee that the time is

drawing near when man will be less and less able to produce,

of himself alone, the commonest necessaries of life. The task

of the governing power will therefore perpetually increase, and

its very efforts will extend it every day. The more it stands in

the place of associations, the more will individuals, losing the

notion of combining together, require its assistance: these are

causes and effects which unceasingly engender each other. Will

the administration of the country ultimately assume the man-

agement of all the manufacturers, which no single citizen is

able to carry on? And if a time at length arrives, when, in

consequence of the extreme subdivision of landed property,

the soil is split into an infinite number of parcels, so that it can

only be cultivated by companies of husbandmen, will it be

necessary that the head of the government should leave the

helm of state to follow the plough? The morals and the intel-

ligence of a democratic people would be as much endangered

as its business and manufactures, if the government ever wholly

usurped the place of private companies.

Feelings and opinions are recruited, the heart is enlarged,

and the human mind is developed by no other means than

by the reciprocal influence of men upon each other. I have

shown that these influences are almost null in democratic

countries; they must therefore be artificially created, and this
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can only be accomplished by associations.

When the members of an aristocratic community adopt a

new opinion, or conceive a new sentiment, they give it a

station, as it were, beside themselves, upon the lofty plat-

form where they stand; and opinions or sentiments so con-

spicuous to the eyes of the multitude are easily introduced

into the minds or hearts of all around. In democratic coun-

tries the governing power alone is naturally in a condition to

act in this manner; but it is easy to see that its action is al-

ways inadequate, and often dangerous. A government can

no more be competent to keep alive and to renew the circu-

lation of opinions and feelings amongst a great people, than

to manage all the speculations of productive industry. No

sooner does a government attempt to go beyond its political

sphere and to enter upon this new track, than it exercises,

even unintentionally, an insupportable tyranny; for a gov-

ernment can only dictate strict rules, the opinions which it

favors are rigidly enforced, and it is never easy to discrimi-

nate between its advice and its commands. Worse still will

be the case if the government really believes itself interested

in preventing all circulation of ideas; it will then stand mo-

tionless, and oppressed by the heaviness of voluntary torpor.

Governments therefore should not be the only active pow-

ers: associations ought, in democratic nations, to stand in

lieu of those powerful private individuals whom the equality

of conditions has swept away.

As soon as several of the inhabitants of the United States

have taken up an opinion or a feeling which they wish to

promote in the world, they look out for mutual assistance;

and as soon as they have found each other out, they com-

bine. From that moment they are no longer isolated men,

but a power seen from afar, whose actions serve for an ex-

ample, and whose language is listened to. The first time I

heard in the United States that 100,000 men had bound

themselves publicly to abstain from spirituous liquors, it

appeared to me more like a joke than a serious engagement;

and I did not at once perceive why these temperate citizens

could not content themselves with drinking water by their

own firesides. I at last understood that 300,000 Americans,

alarmed by the progress of drunkenness around them, had

made up their minds to patronize temperance. They acted

just in the same way as a man of high rank who should dress
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very plainly, in order to inspire the humbler orders with a

contempt of luxury. It is probable that if these 100,000 men

had lived in France, each of them would singly have memo-

rialized the government to watch the publichouses all over

the kingdom.

Nothing, in my opinion, is more deserving of our atten-

tion than the intellectual and moral associations of America.

The political and industrial associations of that country strike

us forcibly; but the others elude our observation, or if we

discover them, we understand them imperfectly, because we

have hardly ever seen anything of the kind. It must, how-

ever, be acknowledged that they are as necessary to the Ameri-

can people as the former, and perhaps more so. In demo-

cratic countries the science of association is the mother of

science; the progress of all the rest depends upon the progress

it has made. Amongst the laws which rule human societies

there is one which seems to be more precise and clear than

all others. If men are to remain civilized, or to become so,

the art of associating together must grow and improve in the

same ratio in which the equality of conditions is increased.

Chapter VI: Of the Relation Between Public
Associations and Newspapers

When men are no longer united amongst themselves by firm

and lasting ties, it is impossible to obtain the cooperation of

any great number of them, unless you can persuade every

man whose concurrence you require that this private inter-

est obliges him voluntarily to unite his exertions to the exer-

tions of all the rest. This can only be habitually and conve-

niently effected by means of a newspaper; nothing but a news-

paper can drop the same thought into a thousand minds at

the same moment. A newspaper is an adviser who does not

require to be sought, but who comes of his own accord, and

talks to you briefly every day of the common weal, without

distracting you from your private affairs.

Newspapers therefore become more necessary in propor-

tion as men become more equal, and individualism more to

be feared. To suppose that they only serve to protect free-

dom would be to diminish their importance: they maintain

civilization. I shall not deny that in democratic countries

newspapers frequently lead the citizens to launch together in
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very ill-digested schemes; but if there were no newspapers

there would be no common activity. The evil which they

produce is therefore much less than that which they cure.

The effect of a newspaper is not only to suggest the same

purpose to a great number of persons, but also to furnish

means for executing in common the designs which they may

have singly conceived. The principal citizens who inhabit an

aristocratic country discern each other from afar; and if they

wish to unite their forces, they move towards each other,

drawing a multitude of men after them. It frequently hap-

pens, on the contrary, in democratic countries, that a great

number of men who wish or who want to combine cannot

accomplish it, because as they are very insignificant and lost

amidst the crowd, they cannot see, and know not where to

find, one another. A newspaper then takes up the notion or

the feeling which had occurred simultaneously, but singly,

to each of them. All are then immediately guided towards

this beacon; and these wandering minds, which had long

sought each other in darkness, at length meet and unite.

The newspaper brought them together, and the newspa-

per is still necessary to keep them united. In order that an

association amongst a democratic people should have any

power, it must be a numerous body. The persons of whom it

is composed are therefore scattered over a wide extent, and

each of them is detained in the place of his domicile by the

narrowness of his income, or by the small unremitting exer-

tions by which he earns it. Means then must be found to

converse every day without seeing each other, and to take

steps in common without having met. Thus hardly any demo-

cratic association can do without newspapers. There is con-

sequently a necessary connection between public associations

and newspapers: newspapers make associations, and associa-

tions make newspapers; and if it has been correctly advanced

that associations will increase in number as the conditions of

men become more equal, it is not less certain that the num-

ber of newspapers increases in proportion to that of associa-

tions. Thus it is in America that we find at the same time the

greatest number of associations and of newspapers.

This connection between the number of newspapers and

that of associations leads us to the discovery of a further con-

nection between the state of the periodical press and the form

of the administration in a country; and shows that the num-
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ber of newspapers must diminish or increase amongst a demo-

cratic people, in proportion as its administration is more or

less centralized. For amongst democratic nations the exer-

cise of local powers cannot be intrusted to the principal mem-

bers of the community as in aristocracies. Those powers must

either be abolished, or placed in the hands of very large num-

bers of men, who then in fact constitute an association per-

manently established by law for the purpose of administer-

ing the affairs of a certain extent of territory; and they re-

quire a journal, to bring to them every day, in the midst of

their own minor concerns, some intelligence of the state of

their public weal. The more numerous local powers are, the

greater is the number of men in whom they are vested by

law; and as this want is hourly felt, the more profusely do

newspapers abound.

The extraordinary subdivision of administrative power has

much more to do with the enormous number of American

newspapers than the great political freedom of the country

and the absolute liberty of the press. If all the inhabitants of

the Union had the suffrage - but a suffrage which should

only extend to the choice of their legislators in Congress -

they would require but few newspapers, because they would

only have to act together on a few very important but very

rare occasions. But within the pale of the great association of

the nation, lesser associations have been established by law

in every country, every city, and indeed in every village, for

the purposes of local administration. The laws of the coun-

try thus compel every American to co-operate every day of

his life with some of his fellow-citizens for a common pur-

pose, and each one of them requires a newspaper to inform

him what all the others are doing.

I am of opinion that a democratic people,* without any

national representative assemblies, but with a great number

of small local powers, would have in the end more newspa-

pers than another people governed by a centralized adminis-

tration and an elective legislation. What best explains to me

the enormous circulation of the daily press in the United

States, is that amongst the Americans I find the utmost na-
*I say a democratic people: the administration of an aristo-
cratic people may be the reverse of centralized, and yet the
want of newspapers be little felt, because local powers are
then vested in the hands of a very small number of men,
who either act apart, or who know each other and can easily
meet and come to an understanding.
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tional freedom combined with local freedom of every kind.

There is a prevailing opinion in France and England that the

circulation of newspapers would be indefinitely increased by

removing the taxes which have been laid upon the press. This

is a very exaggerated estimate of the effects of such a reform.

Newspapers increase in numbers, not according to their

cheapness, but according to the more or less frequent want

which a great number of men may feel for intercommunica-

tion and combination.

In like manner I should attribute the increasing influence

of the daily press to causes more general than those by which

it is commonly explained. A newspaper can only subsist on

the condition of publishing sentiments or principles com-

mon to a large number of men. A newspaper therefore al-

ways represents an association which is composed of its ha-

bitual readers. This association may be more or less defined,

more or less restricted, more or less numerous; but the fact

that the newspaper keeps alive, is a proof that at least the

germ of such an association exists in the minds of its readers.

This leads me to a last reflection, with which I shall con-

clude this chapter. The more equal the conditions of men

become, and the less strong men individually are, the more

easily do they give way to the current of the multitude, and

the more difficult is it for them to adhere by themselves to

an opinion which the multitude discard. A newspaper repre-

sents an association; it may be said to address each of its

readers in the name of all the others, and to exert its influ-

ence over them in proportion to their individual weakness.

The power of the newspaper press must therefore increase as

the social conditions of men become more equal.

Chapter VII: Connection of Civil and Political
Associations

There is only one country on the face of the earth where the

citizens enjoy unlimited freedom of association for political

purposes. This same country is the only one in the world

where the continual exercise of the right of association has

been introduced into civil life, and where all the advantages

which civilization can confer are procured by means of it. In

all the countries where political associations are prohibited,

civil associations are rare. It is hardly probable that this is the
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result of accident; but the inference should rather be, that

there is a natural, and perhaps a necessary, connection be-

tween these two kinds of associations. Certain men happen

to have a common interest in some concern – either a com-

mercial undertaking is to be managed, or some speculation

in manufactures to be tried; they meet, they combine, and

thus by degrees they become familiar with the principle of

association. The greater is the multiplicity of small affairs,

the more do men, even without knowing it, acquire facility

in prosecuting great undertakings in common. Civil associa-

tions, therefore, facilitate political association: but, on the

other hand, political association singularly strengthens and

improves associations for civil purposes. In civil life every

man may, strictly speaking, fancy that he can provide for his

own wants; in politics, he can fancy no such thing. When a

people, then, have any knowledge of public life, the notion

of association, and the wish to coalesce, present themselves

every day to the minds of the whole community: whatever

natural repugnance may restrain men from acting in con-

cert, they will always be ready to combine for the sake of a

party. Thus political life makes the love and practice of asso-

ciation more general; it imparts a desire of union, and teaches

the means of combination to numbers of men who would

have always lived apart.

Politics not only give birth to numerous associations, but

to associations of great extent. In civil life it seldom happens

that any one interest draws a very large number of men to

act in concert; much skill is required to bring such an inter-

est into existence: but in politics opportunities present them-

selves every day. Now it is solely in great associations that the

general value of the principle of association is displayed. Citi-

zens who are individually powerless, do not very clearly an-

ticipate the strength which they may acquire by uniting to-

gether; it must be shown to them in order to be understood.

Hence it is often easier to collect a multitude for a public

purpose than a few persons; a thousand citizens do not see

what interest they have in combining together - ten thou-

sand will be perfectly aware of it. In politics men combine

for great undertakings; and the use they make of the prin-

ciple of association in important affairs practically teaches

them that it is their interest to help each other in those of

less moment. A political association draws a number of indi-
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viduals at the same time out of their own circle: however

they may be naturally kept asunder by age, mind, and for-

tune, it places them nearer together and brings them into

contact. Once met, they can always meet again.

Men can embark in few civil partnerships without risking a

portion of their possessions; this is the case with all manufac-

turing and trading companies. When men are as yet but little

versed in the art of association, and are unacquainted with its

principal rules, they are afraid, when first they combine in this

manner, of buying their experience dear. They therefore pre-

fer depriving themselves of a powerful instrument of success

to running the risks which attend the use of it. They are, how-

ever, less reluctant to join political associations, which appear

to them to be without danger, because they adventure no

money in them. But they cannot belong to these associations

for any length of time without finding out how order is main-

tained amongst a large number of men, and by what contriv-

ance they are made to advance, harmoniously and methodi-

cally, to the same object. Thus they learn to surrender their

own will to that of all the rest, and to make their own exer-

tions subordinate to the common impulse - things which it is

not less necessary to know in civil than in political associa-

tions. Political associations may therefore be considered as large

free schools, where all the members of the community go to

learn the general theory of association.

But even if political association did not directly contribute

to the progress of civil association, to destroy the former

would be to impair the latter. When citizens can only meet

in public for certain purposes, they regard such meetings as

a strange proceeding of rare occurrence, and they rarely think

at all about it. When they are allowed to meet freely for all

purposes, they ultimately look upon public association as

the universal, or in a manner the sole means, which men can

employ to accomplish the different purposes they may have

in view. Every new want instantly revives the notion. The art

of association then becomes, as I have said before, the mother

of action, studied and applied by all.

When some kinds of associations are prohibited and oth-

ers allowed, it is difficult to distinguish the former from the

latter, beforehand. In this state of doubt men abstain from

them altogether, and a sort of public opinion passes current

which tends to cause any association whatsoever to be re-
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garded as a bold and almost an illicit enterprise.*
*This is more especially true when the executive government
has a discretionary power of allowing or prohibiting associa-
tions. When certain associations are simply prohibited by
law, and the courts of justice have to punish infringements
of that law, the evil is far less considerable. Then every citi-
zen knows beforehand pretty nearly what he has to expect.
He judges himself before he is judged by the law, and, ab-
staining from prohibited associations, he embarks in those
which are legally sanctioned. It is by these restrictions that
all free nations have always admitted that the right of asso-
ciation might be limited. But if the legislature should invest
a man with a power of ascertaining beforehand which asso-
ciations are dangerous and which are useful, and should au-
thorize him to destroy all associations in the bud or allow
them to be formed, as nobody would be able to foresee in
what cases associations might be established and in what cases
they would be put down, the spirit of association would be
entirely paralyzed. The former of these laws would only as-
sail certain associations; the latter would apply to society it-
self, and inflict an injury upon it. I can conceive that a regu-
lar government may have recourse to the former, but I do
not concede that any government has the right of enacting

the latter.

It is therefore chimerical to suppose that the spirit of asso-

ciation, when it is repressed on some one point, will never-

theless display the same vigor on all others; and that if men

be allowed to prosecute certain undertakings in common,

that is quite enough for them eagerly to set about them. When

the members of a community are allowed and accustomed

to combine for all purposes, they will combine as readily for

the lesser as for the more important ones; but if they are only

allowed to combine for small affairs, they will be neither

inclined nor able to effect it. It is in vain that you will leave

them entirely free to prosecute their business on joint-stock

account: they will hardly care to avail themselves of the rights

you have granted to them; and, after having exhausted your

strength in vain efforts to put down prohibited associations,

you will be surprised that you cannot persuade men to form

the associations you encourage.

I do not say that there can be no civil associations in a

country where political association is prohibited; for men

can never live in society without embarking in some com-

mon undertakings: but I maintain that in such a country

civil associations will always be few in number, feebly planned,
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unskillfully managed, that they will never form any vast de-

signs, or that they will fail in the execution of them.

This naturally leads me to think that freedom of associa-

tion in political matters is not so dangerous to public tran-

quillity as is supposed; and that possibly, after having agi-

tated society for some time, it may strengthen the State in

the end. In democratic countries political associations are,

so to speak, the only powerful persons who aspire to rule the

State. Accordingly, the governments of our time look upon

associations of this kind just as sovereigns in the Middle Ages

regarded the great vassals of the Crown: they entertain a sort

of instinctive abhorrence of them, and they combat them on

all occasions. They bear, on the contrary, a natural goodwill

to civil associations, because they readily discover that, in-

stead of directing the minds of the community to public

affairs, these institutions serve to divert them from such re-

flections; and that, by engaging them more and more in the

pursuit of objects which cannot be attained without public

tranquillity, they deter them from revolutions. But these gov-

ernments do not attend to the fact that political associations

tend amazingly to multiply and facilitate those of a civil char-

acter, and that in avoiding a dangerous evil they deprive them-

selves of an efficacious remedy.

When you see the Americans freely and constantly form-

ing associations for the purpose of promoting some political

principle, of raising one man to the head of affairs, or of

wresting power from another, you have some difficulty in

understanding that men so independent do not constantly

fall into the abuse of freedom. If, on the other hand, you

survey the infinite number of trading companies which are

in operation in the United States, and perceive that the

Americans are on every side unceasingly engaged in the ex-

ecution of important and difficult plans, which the slightest

revolution would throw into confusion, you will readily com-

prehend why people so well employed are by no means

tempted to perturb the State, nor to destroy that public tran-

quillity by which they all profit.

Is it enough to observe these things separately, or should

we not discover the hidden tie which connects them? In their

political associations, the Americans of all conditions, minds,

and ages, daily acquire a general taste for association, and

grow accustomed to the use of it. There they meet together
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in large numbers, they converse, they listen to each other,

and they are mutually stimulated to all sorts of undertak-

ings. They afterwards transfer to civil life the notions they

have thus acquired, and make them subservient to a thou-

sand purposes. Thus it is by the enjoyment of a dangerous

freedom that the Americans learn the art of rendering the

dangers of freedom less formidable.

If a certain moment in the existence of a nation be se-

lected, it is easy to prove that political associations perturb

the State, and paralyze productive industry; but take the

whole life of a people, and it may perhaps be easy to demon-

strate that freedom of association in political matters is fa-

vorable to the prosperity and even to the tranquillity of the

community.

I said in the former part of this work, “The unrestrained

liberty of political association cannot be entirely assimilated

to the liberty of the press. The one is at the same time less

necessary and more dangerous than the other. A nation may

confine it within certain limits without ceasing to be mis-

tress of itself; and it may sometimes be obliged to do so in

order to maintain its own authority.” And further on I added:

“It cannot be denied that the unrestrained liberty of associa-

tion for political purposes is the last degree of liberty which

a people is fit for. If it does not throw them into anarchy, it

perpetually brings them, as it were, to the verge of it.” Thus

I do not think that a nation is always at liberty to invest its

citizens with an absolute right of association for political pur-

poses; and I doubt whether, in any country or in any age, it

be wise to set no limits to freedom of association. A certain

nation, it is said, could not maintain tranquillity in the com-

munity, cause the laws to be respected, or establish a lasting

government, if the right of association were not confined

within narrow limits. These blessings are doubtless invalu-

able, and I can imagine that, to acquire or to preserve them,

a nation may impose upon itself severe temporary restric-

tions: but still it is well that the nation should know at what

price these blessings are purchased. I can understand that it

may be advisable to cut off a man’s arm in order to save his

life; but it would be ridiculous to assert that he will be as

dexterous as he was before he lost it.
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Book Two – Chapters VII – XIII

Chapter VIII: The Americans Combat Individual-
ism by the Principle of Interest Rightly Understood

When the world was managed by a few rich and powerful

individuals, these persons loved to entertain a lofty idea of

the duties of man. They were fond of professing that it is

praiseworthy to forget one’s self, and that good should be

done without hope of reward, as it is by the Deity himself.

Such were the standard opinions of that time in morals. I

doubt whether men were more virtuous in aristocratic ages

than in others; but they were incessantly talking of the beau-

ties of virtue, and its utility was only studied in secret. But

since the imagination takes less lofty flights and every man’s

thoughts are centred in himself, moralists are alarmed by

this idea of self-sacrifice, and they no longer venture to present

it to the human mind. They therefore content themselves

with inquiring whether the personal advantage of each mem-

ber of the community does not consist in working for the

good of all; and when they have hit upon some point on

which private interest and public interest meet and amal-

gamate, they are eager to bring it into notice. Observations

of this kind are gradually multiplied: what was only a single

remark becomes a general principle; and it is held as a truth

that man serves himself in serving his fellow-creatures, and

that his private interest is to do good.

I have already shown, in several parts of this work, by what

means the inhabitants of the United States almost always

manage to combine their own advantage with that of their

fellow-citizens: my present purpose is to point out the gen-

eral rule which enables them to do so. In the United States

hardly anybody talks of the beauty of virtue; but they main-

tain that virtue is useful, and prove it every day. The Ameri-

can moralists do not profess that men ought to sacrifice them-

selves for their fellow-creatures because it is noble to make

such sacrifices; but they boldly aver that such sacrifices are as

necessary to him who imposes them upon himself as to him

for whose sake they are made. They have found out that in

their country and their age man is brought home to himself

by an irresistible force; and losing all hope of stopping that

force, they turn all their thoughts to the direction of it. They
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therefore do not deny that every man may follow his own

interest; but they endeavor to prove that it is the interest of

every man to be virtuous. I shall not here enter into the rea-

sons they allege, which would divert me from my subject:

suffice it to say that they have convinced their fellow-coun-

trymen.

Montaigne said long ago: “Were I not to follow the straight

road for its straightness, I should follow it for having found

by experience that in the end it is commonly the happiest

and most useful track.” The doctrine of interest rightly un-

derstood is not, then, new, but amongst the Americans of

our time it finds universal acceptance: it has become popular

there; you may trace it at the bottom of all their actions, you

will remark it in all they say. It is as often to be met with on

the lips of the poor man as of the rich. In Europe the prin-

ciple of interest is much grosser than it is in America, but at

the same time it is less common, and especially it is less

avowed; amongst us, men still constantly feign great abne-

gation which they no longer feel. The Americans, on the

contrary, are fond of explaining almost all the actions of their

lives by the principle of interest rightly understood; they show

with complacency how an enlightened regard for themselves

constantly prompts them to assist each other, and inclines

them willingly to sacrifice a portion of their time and prop-

erty to the welfare of the State. In this respect I think they

frequently fail to do themselves justice; for in the United

States, as well as elsewhere, people are sometimes seen to

give way to those disinterested and spontaneous impulses

which are natural to man; but the Americans seldom allow

that they yield to emotions of this kind; they are more anx-

ious to do honor to their philosophy than to themselves.

I might here pause, without attempting to pass a judg-

ment on what I have described. The extreme difficulty of

the subject would be my excuse, but I shall not avail myself

of it; and I had rather that my readers, clearly perceiving my

object, should refuse to follow me than that I should leave

them in suspense. The principle of interest rightly under-

stood is not a lofty one, but it is clear and sure. It does not

aim at mighty objects, but it attains without excessive exer-

tion all those at which it aims. As it lies within the reach of

all capacities, everyone can without difficulty apprehend and

retain it. By its admirable conformity to human weaknesses,
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it easily obtains great dominion; nor is that dominion pre-

carious, since the principle checks one personal interest by

another, and uses, to direct the passions, the very same in-

strument which excites them. The principle of interest rightly

understood produces no great acts of self-sacrifice, but it sug-

gests daily small acts of self-denial. By itself it cannot suffice

to make a man virtuous, but it disciplines a number of citi-

zens in habits of regularity, temperance, moderation, fore-

sight, self-command; and, if it does not lead men straight to

virtue by the will, it gradually draws them in that direction

by their habits. If the principle of interest rightly understood

were to sway the whole moral world, extraordinary virtues

would doubtless be more rare; but I think that gross deprav-

ity would then also be less common. The principle of inter-

est rightly understood perhaps prevents some men from ris-

ing far above the level of mankind; but a great number of

other men, who were falling far below it, are caught and

restrained by it. Observe some few individuals, they are low-

ered by it; survey mankind, it is raised. I am not afraid to say

that the principle of interest, rightly understood, appears to

me the best suited of all philosophical theories to the wants

of the men of our time, and that I regard it as their chief

remaining security against themselves. Towards it, therefore,

the minds of the moralists of our age should turn; even should

they judge it to be incomplete, it must nevertheless be adopted

as necessary.

I do not think upon the whole that there is more egotism

amongst us than in America; the only difference is, that there

it is enlightened - here it is not. Every American will sacrifice

a portion of his private interests to preserve the rest; we would

fain preserve the whole, and oftentimes the whole is lost.

Everybody I see about me seems bent on teaching his con-

temporaries, by precept and example, that what is useful is

never wrong. Will nobody undertake to make them under-

stand how what is right may be useful? No power upon earth

can prevent the increasing equality of conditions from in-

clining the human mind to seek out what is useful, or from

leading every member of the community to be wrapped up

in himself. It must therefore be expected that personal inter-

est will become more than ever the principal, if not the sole,

spring of men’s actions; but it remains to be seen how each

man will understand his personal interest. If the members of
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a community, as they become more equal, become more ig-

norant and coarse, it is difficult to foresee to what pitch of

stupid excesses their egotism may lead them; and no one can

foretell into what disgrace and wretchedness they would

plunge themselves, lest they should have to sacrifice some-

thing of their own well-being to the prosperity of their fel-

low-creatures. I do not think that the system of interest, as it

is professed in America, is, in all its parts, self-evident; but it

contains a great number of truths so evident that men, if

they are but educated, cannot fail to see them. Educate, then,

at any rate; for the age of implicit self-sacrifice and instinc-

tive virtues is already flitting far away from us, and the time

is fast approaching when freedom, public peace, and social

order itself will not be able to exist without education.

Chapter IX: That the Americans Apply the
Principle of Interest Rightly Understood to

Religious Matters

If the principle of interest rightly understood had nothing

but the present world in view, it would be very insufficient;

for there are many sacrifices which can only find their rec-

ompense in another; and whatever ingenuity may be put

forth to demonstrate the utility of virtue, it will never be an

easy task to make that man live aright who has no thoughts

of dying. It is therefore necessary to ascertain whether the

principle of interest rightly understood is easily compatible

with religious belief. The philosophers who inculcate this

system of morals tell men, that to be happy in this life they

must watch their own passions and steadily control their

excess; that lasting happiness can only be secured by renounc-

ing a thousand transient gratifications; and that a man must

perpetually triumph over himself, in order to secure his own

advantage. The founders of almost all religions have held the

same language. The track they point out to man is the same,

only that the goal is more remote; instead of placing in this

world the reward of the sacrifices they impose, they trans-

port it to another. Nevertheless I cannot believe that all those

who practise virtue from religious motives are only actuated

by the hope of a recompense. I have known zealous Chris-

tians who constantly forgot themselves, to work with greater

ardor for the happiness of their fellow-men; and I have heard
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them declare that all they did was only to earn the blessings

of a future state. I cannot but think that they deceive them-

selves; I respect them too much to believe them.

Christianity indeed teaches that a man must prefer his

neighbor to himself, in order to gain eternal life; but Chris-

tianity also teaches that men ought to benefit their fellow-

creatures for the love of God. A sublime expression! Man,

searching by his intellect into the divine conception, and

seeing that order is the purpose of God, freely combines to

prosecute the great design; and whilst he sacrifices his per-

sonal interests to this consummate order of all created things,

expects no other recompense than the pleasure of contem-

plating it. I do not believe that interest is the sole motive of

religious men: but I believe that interest is the principal means

which religions themselves employ to govern men, and I do

not question that this way they strike into the multitude and

become popular. It is not easy clearly to perceive why the

principle of interest rightly understood should keep aloof

from religious opinions; and it seems to me more easy to

show why it should draw men to them. Let it be supposed

that, in order to obtain happiness in this world, a man com-

bats his instinct on all occasions and deliberately calculates

every action of his life; that, instead of yielding blindly to

the impetuosity of first desires, he has learned the art of re-

sisting them, and that he has accustomed himself to sacrifice

without an effort the pleasure of a moment to the lasting

interest of his whole life. If such a man believes in the reli-

gion which he professes, it will cost him but little to submit

to the restrictions it may impose. Reason herself counsels

him to obey, and habit has prepared him to endure them. If

he should have conceived any doubts as to the object of his

hopes, still he will not easily allow himself to be stopped by

them; and he will decide that it is wise to risk some of the

advantages of this world, in order to preserve his rights to

the great inheritance promised him in another. “To be mis-

taken in believing that the Christian religion is true,” says

Pascal, “is no great loss to anyone; but how dreadful to be

mistaken in believing it to be false!”

The Americans do not affect a brutal indifference to a fu-

ture state; they affect no puerile pride in despising perils which

they hope to escape from. They therefore profess their reli-

gion without shame and without weakness; but there gener-
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ally is, even in their zeal, something so indescribably tranquil,

methodical, and deliberate, that it would seem as if the head,

far more than the heart, brought them to the foot of the altar.

The Americans not only follow their religion from interest,

but they often place in this world the interest which makes

them follow it. In the Middle Ages the clergy spoke of noth-

ing but a future state; they hardly cared to prove that a sincere

Christian may be a happy man here below. But the American

preachers are constantly referring to the earth; and it is only

with great difficulty that they can divert their attention from

it. To touch their congregations, they always show them how

favorable religious opinions are to freedom and public tran-

quillity; and it is often difficult to ascertain from their dis-

courses whether the principal object of religion is to procure

eternal felicity in the other world, or prosperity in this.

Chapter X: Of the Taste for Physical Well-Being
in America

In America the passion for physical well-being is not always

exclusive, but it is general; and if all do not feel it in the same

manner, yet it is felt by all. Carefully to satisfy all, even the

least wants of the body, and to provide the little conveniences

of life, is uppermost in every mind. Something of an analo-

gous character is more and more apparent in Europe.

Amongst the causes which produce these similar conse-

quences in both hemispheres, several are so connected with

my subject as to deserve notice.

When riches are hereditarily fixed in families, there are a

great number of men who enjoy the comforts of life without

feeling an exclusive taste for those comforts. The heart of

man is not so much caught by the undisturbed possession of

anything valuable as by the desire, as yet imperfectly satis-

fied, of possessing it, and by the incessant dread of losing it.

In aristocratic communities, the wealthy, never having expe-

rienced a condition different from their own, entertain no

fear of changing it; the existence of such conditions hardly

occurs to them. The comforts of life are not to them the end

of life, but simply a way of living; they regard them as exist-

ence itself - enjoyed, but scarcely thought of. As the natural

and instinctive taste which all men feel for being well off is

thus satisfied without trouble and without apprehension, their
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