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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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