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EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION

Harvey C. Mansfield and Delba Winthrop

Democracy in America is at once the best book ever written on democracy and the best
book ever written on America. Tocqueville connects the two subjects in his
Introduction, and in his title, by observing that America is the land of democracy. It is
the country where democracy is least hindered and most perfected, where democracy is
at its most characteristic and at its best. Today that claim might be contested, but it is at
least arguable. If the twentieth century has been an American century, it is because the
work of America—not altogether unsuccessful—has been to keep democracy strong
where it is alive and to promote it where it is weak or nonexistent. Somehow, after 165
years, democracy is still in America.

Tocqueville went to America, he said, to see what a great republic was like, and
what struck him most was its equality of conditions, its democracy. Long ago began a
democratic revolution, and it continues today, gathering speed as resistance to it
declines. He sets forth the “point of departure” in Puritan America and the origin of
self-government in the towns of New England. He analyzes the federal constitution that
was meant to facilitate democratic self-government and keep it moderate. He shows
that the people are sovereign, whether through the Constitution or despite it, and he
warns of the tyranny of the majority. In the very long last chapter of the first volume he
examines aspects of American democracy peculiar to America, especially the
juxtaposition of the three races there, and he speculates about what these portend for
America’s future.

In the second volume Tocqueville turns the argument from the natural rise of
democracy in America to the influence of democracy on America, beginning with its
intellectual movements. Americans have a philosopher unknown to them—Descartes—
whose precepts they follow and whose books they never read. Descartes endorses their
reliance on their own judgment, which tells them they can do without his help.
Americans suffer, consequently, from “individualism,” a lamentable condition—which
Tocqueville was the first to depict—in which democratic men and women are thrown
on their own resources and consequently come to feel themselves overpowered by
impersonal, external forces. But individualism is not the fated consequence of
democracy: there are remedies against it, above all the capability of Americans to
associate with one another voluntarily in accordance with their own will and reason
instead of relying on a centralized, “schoolmaster” government to take care of them.
Tocqueville dubs this government an “immense being” and says that it brings on a
“mild despotism,” which he describes with uncomfortably accurate foresight. To these
few highlights one might easily add others, but let these suffice for a welcome to this



marvelous work.

Tocqueville’s book has acquired the authority of a classic. It is cited with approval
by politicians—by all American presidents since Eisenhower—as well as by
professors in many fields.1 Universal accord in its praise suggests that it has something
for everyone. But it also suggests that readers tolerate, or perhaps simply overlook, the
less welcome passages that their political and scholarly opponents are citing. It is quite
striking that both Left and Right appeal to Democracy in America for support of their
contrary policies. Tocqueville seems to have achieved the goal, expressed at the end of
his Introduction, of standing above the parties of the day. Yet his widespread appeal
should not mask the controversial and unsettling character of the work.

When Tocqueville wrote his book, it was to speak reprovingly, and sometimes
severely, to the partisans of his day for and against democracy. Although the Old
Regime has now faded into unremembered history and everyone has followed
Tocqueville’s advice to accept democracy, partisans remain within it, and they still
divide over whether to restrain democracy or push it further. Tocqueville has
something dismaying, but instructive, to say to both parties. He knows the extent of
democracy in America because he sees better than we the resistances to it in America.
He came to America to examine democracy up close and to be sure of what he thought
he might find. Unlike other visitors he knew that America was not merely derivative of
Europe. It was not behind but ahead of Europe and in that sense exceptional.
Tocqueville takes the measure of America’s boast, repeated on the first page of The
Federalist, to set an example for all mankind. He makes his ambition the study of
America’s ambition, in both cases an ambition that leaves others free. It is open to any
country to surpass America if it can, and it is possible that some writer, some day, will
write a better book on democracy in America than this one.

Before we survey the marvels of Democracy in America and the difficulties of
interpreting what it means, let us look at Tocqueville the man to see from whence he
came, the conditions of life imposed on him, and the influences he chose to accept.

WHO WAS TOCQUEVILLE?2

Alexis de Tocqueville was born on July 29, 1805, and died in his fifty-fourth year on
April 16, 1859: not a long life, and one often afflicted with ill health. He was born a
French aristocrat and lived as one; and he was also a liberal who both rejected the old
regime of aristocracy and doubted the revolution that overturned it. An aristocratic
liberal he was, and if we knew everything contained in that difficult combination, we
could stop here. But since we do not, the formula will serve as a beginning. In thought
as in life Tocqueville always held to freedom and to nobility, and his question, his
concern was how to keep them together.

Tocqueville was born into a very old Norman family named Clérel; one of his
ancestors had fought in the company of William the Conqueror at the Battle of Hastings.



Through marriage, negotiation and action at law, the Clérels acquired the fief of
Tocqueville in Normandy, and in 1661 took that name. Alexis’s grandfather was a
chevalier; his father Hervé became a count in 1820. In 1793 Hervé had married the
granddaughter of Malesherbes, a great figure late in the Old Regime: botanist,
correspondent of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, both minister and critic of Louis XVI, and
courageous defender of the king at his trial in 1792—1793. Malesherbes and Hervé de
Tocqueville were imprisoned during the Terror, the former guillotined together with a
sister, a daughter, a son-in-law, and a granddaughter and her husband. Hervé was
spared and released in 1794, his hair having turned snow white at the age of twenty-
two. Hervé became the guardian of the two orphans of Malesherbes’s son-in-law, who
was the elder brother of the great writer Frangois-René de Chateaubriand. In his
Memoirs Chateaubriand speaks of seeing his nephews growing up with Alexis, future
author of Democracy in America. He remarks in one of his epigrams: “Alexis de
Tocqueville went through civilized America while I visited its forests.”3 Here is the
hauteur of the aristocrat that Tocqueville could have imitated but did not. If he remained
in any powerful sense an aristocrat, it was only after having concluded that all partisan
sentiment in favor of aristocracy is now vain and nostalgic. He himself had no children
and no particular wish to sustain his own noble family. He once said that he would
passionately desire to have children as he could imagine them but had “no very keen
desire to draw from the great lottery of paternity.”4 However sharp his sympathetic
appreciation for aristocratic society—and it was considerable—this was not a man of
aristocratic feeling, ready to make sacrifices aspere de famille on behalf of
aristocratic illusions.

The irresistible democratic revolution is the theme of Tocqueville’s three great
books. It is set forth in his Introduction to Democracy in America (the first volume of
which was published in 1835, the second in 1840). It is applied to his own time in his
Souvenirs (written in 1851 but not for publication; first published only in 1893), in
which he recounts the (ultimately) socialist revolution that he witnessed in 1848. And
he uncovers its remote origins in The Old Regime and the Revolution, published in
1856 with a promise he could not fulfill to write further on the events of the Revolution
and to provide a judgment on its result.

Unlike other aristocrats of his time, Tocqueville did not despair of democracy. He
neither scorned it nor opposed it. On the whole, he approved of it—or at least accepted
it with every appearance of willingness. Readers of Democracy in America have
always disagreed over how democratic he was both in mind and in heart, but it is fair
to say that he directed much of his energy to warning the reactionaries in his country
that democracy was irreversible as well as irresistible, and to showing them that it was
wrong to hate the consequences of the French Revolution. He believed that the
beginnings of democracy antedated the Revolution, and that its worst aspects—which
were not violence and disruption—were even initiated by the Old Regime of the
monarchy.



So, far from hiding or sulking, like a displaced refugee of the old order, or from
reluctantly accepting duties that were pressed upon him, Tocqueville sought out
opportunities for engagement in politics. In 1837, when, perhaps, he should have been
working without interruption on the second volume of Democracy in America, he ran
for the Chamber of Deputies in the regime of Louis-Philippe, and was defeated. In 1839
he ran again and was elected; he was reelected in 1842, and again in 1846. He became
a leading figure of the liberal newspaper Le commerce in 1844; then, as the Chamber
turned to the Right, he helped create a group called the “Young Left.” On January 27,
1848, he gave a famous speech in the Chamber warning, with an accuracy that surprised
even him, of the “wind of revolution” that was in the air;5 here, in addition to the more
general predictions of Democracy in America, was an instance of his uncanny ability to
sense the drifts and trends of politics. Later in that year, after the fall of Louis-
Philippe’s monarchy, he was elected to the constituent assembly of the Second
Republic and served on the committee that prepared its constitution. Then, in 1848, he
was elected to the new Assembly and served briefly, honorably, and unsuccessfully as
Minister of Foreign Affairs in a cabinet that lasted from June 2 to October 31. By the
following spring he had been stricken with the illness, probably tuberculosis, that
would eventually claim his life.

Tocqueville did his best to govern, as he said, “in a regular, moderate, conservative,
and quite constitutional way,” but he was in a situation in which “everyone wanted to
depart from the constitution.”’6 In such a predicament a consistent line of conduct is
almost impossible, and in any case the French had put their new republic on borrowed
time by electing Louis Napoleon as its president. His coup d’état putting an end to the
republic came in December, 1851, at which time Tocqueville, as a protesting deputy,
was imprisoned for two days, then released. Suffering under an illiberal regime and
from i1l health, he was now free to write his book on the Old Regime. Yet for him, the
freedom to write and publish was not enough. He also wanted political freedom, and he
wanted to taste it for himself by holding office. He seems to have understood the desire
to distinguish oneself as essentially political because the goods of this world, even the
intellectual joys of understanding, never give satisfaction or repose. Theory itself is a
sort of activity fraught with restiveness, and as such not surely superior to action.
Writing in 1840 to his older brother Edouard, he explained himself:

What moves the soul is different, but the soul is the same—this restive and insatiable soul that despises all
goods of the world and which, nonetheless, incessantly needs to be stirred in order to seize them, so as to
escape the grievous numbness that is experienced as soon as it relies for a moment on itself. This is a sad
story. It is a little bit the story of all men, but of some more than others, and of myself more than anyone I
know.7

Tocqueville did not bask in the triumphant success of Democracy in America but went
elsewhere in search of new distinction.
It cannot be said, however, that Tocqueville was successful as a politician. He



woefully lacked the common touch, as he confessed in his Souvenirs:

Every time that a person does not strike me by something rare in his mind or sentiments, I so to speak do not
see him. I have always thought that mediocre men, as well as men of merit, have a nose, a mouth, and eyes,
but I have never been able to fix in my memory the particular form of these features in each one of them. I am
constantly asking the names of these unknowns whom I see every day, and I constantly forget them; yet I do
not despise them, only I consort with them little, I treat them as commonplace. I honor them, for they lead the
world, but they bore me profoundly.8

This avowal, he further admits, arises not from true modesty but from “great pride”
[grand orgueil].9 Yet Tocqueville is not merely being fastidious with his fellow men,
his fellow democrats whom he cannot tell apart. Political freedom in republics does
more than provide security to multitudes; it clears the way for those few who desire to
distinguish themselves and sharpens their hunger for greatness.

So Tocqueville set his hand as well as put his mind to politics, examining the
democratic revolution from up close and as it affected him. All the while he was aware
that he did not duly appreciate mediocre men: he could not be one of them, and he was
unwilling either to know them individually or to master them as a class. In politics he
learned about politics and about himself, or better to say, he learned about both
together. In addition to his three wonderful books are volumes of letters, especially (but
not only) to his friends Gustave de Beaumont and Louis de Kergorlay, which are of
surpassing interest to readers of his books. He also wrote reports on slavery, poverty,
the colonies, and penitentiaries—his inquiry into the latter being the “pretext” (as he
called it) for the trip to America that led to, or in any case preceded, the writing of
Democracy in America.10 He also wrote diaries of his voyages, including the one to
America but also to England, Switzerland, Ireland, and Algeria.

In recognition of his writings, Tocqueville was made a member of the Académie des
sciences morales et politiques in 1838 and then elected in 1841, when only thirty-six
years old, to the Académie francaise. For twenty years his social life was spent at the
Institut de France, which under the Second Empire became a kind of refuge for
liberals like himself who were kept out of politics by Louis Napoleon. On entering the
Académie frangaise he had the duty of eulogizing the deceased member whose seat he
was taking. It was the Comte de Cessac, a minister and admirer of Napoleon I, selfless
builder of the very French state that Tocqueville deplored, criticized, and opposed all
his life.11 At the Académie des sciences morales et politiques Tocqueville gave a
speech in 1852 on the nature of political science in which he concluded that political
science and the art of governing were “two very distinct things.” Political science,
identified with the art of writing, serves the logic of ideas and gives a taste for “the
fine, the delicate, the ingenious, the original,” whereas the world obeys its passions and
is led by gross commonplaces.12 Tocqueville admits that France has seen eminent
statesmen who wrote beautiful books, but their books were no help to their deeds. Here
1s a comment, perhaps, on his own experience. But failure in the art of governing cannot



be inferred from a short term in a post subject to others and under the ominous
presidency of a Napoleon. A writer has his own command, and a powerful one,
because political science, Tocqueville asserts, gives birth or form to the general ideas
of society out of which emerge particular facts and laws.13 For all the opposition
between governing and writing, Tocqueville was always unusually detached for a
politician, and unusually engaged for a philosopher.

TOCQUEVILLE’S CONTEXT

The reason for Tocqueville’s detachment and for his engagement could be the same: his
love of greatness. It was having his eye out for distinctive and remarkable men that kept
him from entering wholeheartedly into the concerns of mediocre politicians and even,
as he says, from learning to recognize their faces. Yet a certain unphilosophical pride in
himself, arising from love of greatness, made politics attractive to him despite the cares
and burdens of treating with mediocrity that always attend the desire for outstanding
distinction. “My imagination easily climbs to the summit of human greatness,”14 he
said, not because he could see himself on top of the world but because he was
dissatisfied with worldly things, yet uncertain of God. Back and forth he went between
disdain for ordinary politics and anguished doubt of the grounds for a life of serenity
and contemplation. But to speak negatively in this way may leave the impression that
Tocqueville was indecisive, or a victim of superior, contending forces controlling him.
Such is not the case. Positively, it was his view that greatness requires attention to
politics and elevation above politics. “Restiveness” (inquiétude) is for him the normal,
and perhaps the highest, condition of the human soul. The difficulty is that greatness
invites pride of soul, and pride of soul comes from one’s recognition of the perfection
of one’s soul. But a perfect soul is not restive. Tocqueville, it seems, can neither claim
satisfaction nor abandon pride for the human soul.

Tocqueville saw greatness in the politics of revolution, including the democratic
revolution, and though he hated the Terror and the despotism in the French Revolution,
he admired the ambitious spirit in the intent of its first makers which made them seek to
constitute a new democratic nation from top to bottom. But for Tocqueville greatness is
inseparable from freedom (he was never tempted to admire Napoleon). The mere
desire for mastery over subjects (or slaves) debases master as well as subject, for
when the master denies the humanity common to both, he loses his own and lets himself
be ruled by his passions. Unlike Edmund Burke, whom he criticized, Tocqueville did
not reject the French Revolution in toto. He approved it in its first phase, when it was
devoted to both freedom and equality.15 Yet the greatness of that democratic revolution
has inspired the passion for equality and produced the growing equality of conditions
that are hardly welcoming, even profoundly hostile, to human greatness.

Today Tocqueville seems readily accessible to us. His recognition of the democratic
revolution and its problems appears right on the mark, and the success of most of his



predictions seems uncanny. (He was, however, wrong about a coming war between the
races; DA 1 2.10.) In America he is, as noted above, quoted with approval by
intellectuals and politicians from both the Left and the Right. On the Left he is the
philosopher of community and civic engagement who warns against the appearance of
an industrial aristocracy and against the bourgeois or commercial passion for material
well-being: in sum, he is for democratic citizenship. On the Right he is quoted for his
strictures on “Big Government” and his liking for decentralized administration, as well
as for celebrating individual energy and opposing egalitarian excess: he is a balanced
liberal, defending both freedom and moderation. For both parties he is welcome in an
era when democracy has defeated the totalitarians and is no longer under challenge to
its existence, when suspicion of the state is widespread, and when modern progress is
no longer taken for granted as good.

In France, Tocqueville came into vogue in the 1970s and is now a strong presence.
He benefits from national pride, which, not only in France, has often been less than
discerning. Although Democracy in America was a huge success when it first
appeared, soon thereafter Tocqueville was allowed to fall into neglect. His books were
not read and his style, his importance, and his insight were slighted. After World War
I, Marxism, existentialism, and deconstructionism were on stage in France and
liberalism was in hiding. But in the last thirty years, through the brave example and
teaching of Raymond Aron, French scholars and intellectuals have awakened to their
heritage of nineteenth-century liberals, and above all to the discomforting sagacity of
Tocqueville, always more sensitive than reassuring. But after much false assurance
from ready solutions, the wary observation and cool advice of liberalism can come as a
relief.

Among French liberals of the early nineteenth century, chastened by excesses of the
Revolution done in the name of freedom, the two most outstanding were Benjamin
Constant (1767—-1830) and Francois Guizot (1787—1874). Tocqueville’s originality in
his time can be gauged from his differences with them, his contemporary fellow
liberals. Constant and Guizot took up the cause of representative government in France
as the positive alternative to the despotisms of the Revolution and of Napoleon. They
were impressed by the woeful contrast between the French Revolution and the Glorious
Revolution of 1688 in England, and they thought it possible to recapture the moderation
and open-minded modernity of the English aristocracy, and the usages of the English
Parliament, for application in France. They took inspiration from Montesquieu rather
than Rousseau while lacking the respect for circumstance in the former and the
rhetorical force of the latter.

Constant understands representation as the modern discovery that subordinates
politics to the private independence of the complex of individuals and groups in civil
society. That is modern freedom, and it is to be opposed to ancient freedom, which is
participation in political power. The error in the French Revolution was to confound
the two, and thus to transform freedom into despotism. Modern representative



government expresses a doubt that government can truly reflect popular will; even when
ruling, such government is doubtful of itself. Its essence is to be found not in itself but in
the parliamentary opposition to itself. For Guizot, however, a man and a thinker more
given to governing, a representative government seeks and finds the dominant powers in
society, which after the Revolution are no longer hereditary, and represents them. It
gives them the public respect they deserve, and in return they give it the superiority it
deserves. Guizot sees representative government to be rationally responsive to society
and its capacities, not tyrannizing over them as happened in the Revolution.

Tocqueville does not put much stock in representative government; his theme is
democracy. Although he surely discusses representative institutions in Democracy in
America, he does not discourse at length, as do Constant and Guizot, on the principle of
representation.16 For him, representative institutions are democratic; they may have
been designed to hold democracy at bay (as was the United States Senate), but in their
actual functioning they give expression to democracy. At best they may instruct
democratic citizens, but they do not serve to check democratic impulses or passions.
Tocqueville says quite emphatically, in a chapter entitled “How One Can Say Strictly
That in the United States the People Govern,” that although the “form of government is
representative,” “the opinions, the prejudices, the interests, and even the passions of the
people” find no lasting obstacles preventing them from taking effect in the daily
direction of society (DA 12.1).

Tocqueville always understands democracy in contrast to aristocracy. He constantly
compares them not merely as forms of government in a narrow sense but as opposed
ways of life. In this Tocqueville’s political science has the look of Aristotle’s, which
also considers politics comprehensively in the regime (politeia), and presents the
typical political and social alternative as between democracy and oligarchy.17 But
while Aristotle argues that these two regimes offer an open choice ever present to
human beings because each is rooted in a constant and fixed human nature, all human
beings always being arguably equal and arguably unequal, Tocqueville describes them
as distinct historical epochs: once there was aristocracy, now we have democracy.

By turning to history and away from human nature, Tocqueville joins Constant and
Guizot and other nineteenth-century liberals who also described irrevocable historical
change in civil society, from ancients to moderns, or from the old regime to the new, to
which governments would have to conform. They not only disagree with Aristotle’s
view but they also depart from the position of earlier liberals who began from an
abstract, ahistorical state of nature. The state of nature was thought to reveal the nature
of man as he was essentially, stripped of conventional (which means historical)
advantages and disadvantages. It was the very contrary of Aristotle’s picture of man as
naturally political, but it did at least rely on a fixed human nature. The liberalism of
James Madison (1751-1836), for example, whom American readers especially, then
and now, would want to compare with Tocqueville, still relies on the rights of man in



the state of nature. Tocqueville, however, does not build his understanding of
democracy on the liberal state of nature first conceived by Thomas Hobbes, Benedict
Spinoza, and John Locke. He does not refer to that concept in Democracy in
America.18 He also was far from developing a “philosophy of history” in the
thoroughgoing manner of the German philosopher Georg W. F. Hegel (1770-1831). 19
But his liberalism, while totally lacking in Hegel’s confidence that history was
progress in reason, joined in his protest against abstract, state-of-nature liberalism.

From Tocqueville’s viewpoint, even Madison’s liberalism seemed lacking in
concrete observation of America, above all of the democratic revolution there. In
Federalist 10, Madison’s most famous statement of his liberalism, he distinguishes a
democracy from a republic. A democracy is popular government in which the people
rule directly, as in ancient cities; and a republic is one in which the people rule
indirectly through their representatives, who “refine and enlarge” their views. The
system of representation was largely unknown to the ancients and was invented by
modern political science, says Alexander Hamilton, helpfully, in Federalist 9.
Representation works best, Madison continues, in large, heterogeneous countries with
many conflicting interests and sects that make it difficult to form a majority faction, the
bane of popular government.

Tocqueville does not share Madison’s confidence that the problem can be solved.
He fears majority tyranny in America and actually sees it at work there in public
opinion. For him, the danger is not so much factious interest or passion as the
degradation of souls in democracy, a risk to which Madison does not directly refer but
which Tocqueville states prominently in his Introduction to Democracy in America. As
a sign of his fear, he habitually calls the American government a “democratic republic,”
thus spanning and overriding the distinction that Madison was at pains to establish. A
modern republic, Tocqueville means to say, cannot help being a democracy, and a
modern democracy necessarily has a hard task in getting equal citizens to accept
authority without feeling they have been subjected and degraded. Madison’s reliance on
the state of nature was a way of avoiding examination of the human soul, for in that
early liberal concept the soul disappears as a whole while being divided into
disconnected passions such as fear, vanity, or pity. Tocqueville looks at the whole soul
and at all of democracy. He considers individual, society, and government as involved
with one another without the simplifying state-of-nature abstraction.

Among other liberals of Tocqueville’s time we cannot omit the English philosopher
John Stuart Mill (1806—1873), who wrote long reviews saluting the two volumes of
Democracy in America as they appeared in 1835 and 1840. After the first of these
Tocqueville exclaimed to Mill: “Of all the articles written on my book, yours is the
only one in which the author mastered my thought perfectly and was able to display it to
the regard of others.”20 At Mill’s invitation Tocqueville wrote an essay, “Political and
Social Condition of France Before and Since 1789,” published in The London and
Westminster Review in 1836, and he exchanged letters with Mill for the rest of his life.



But there remain pronounced differences between Mill and Tocqueville that are evident
even in the very favorable reviews Mill wrote of Tocqueville’s book.

These two liberals are together, and in contrast to Constant and Guizot, in their
appreciation of democracy, which both understand to be here to stay and welcome too.
Yet Tocqueville’s reservations, his criticisms, his forebodings are not shared by Mill,
who in a letter confessed to Tocqueville with some understatement that his article is “a
shade or two more favorable to democracy than your book.”21 Mill believes, for
example, that the tyranny of the majority that Tocqueville warns of in the first volume of
Democracy in America could be avoided “if the people entertained the right idea of
democracy.”22 To Tocqueville’s remark that the American people cheerfully exclude
the ablest men from government, Mill responds that great talents are not ordinarily
needed and that “in a settled state of things, the commanding intellects will always
prefer to govern mankind from their closets, by means of literature and science, leaving
the mechanical details of government to mechanical minds.”23 Here is wondrous
confidence in the capability of intelligence to run the world, unsurprisingly combined
with contempt for the actual operation of self-government, of which Tocqueville made
so much. Mill’s partisanship for democracy, warmer than Tocqueville’s, depends on
his confidence that the commanding intellects will direct it. They will do that through
representative government, keeping the flow of influence moving from the intellects to
the people and not in reverse, from the people to the intellects, as Tocqueville saw it.
For Mill, in contrast to Tocqueville, representative government would not be
overwhelmed by democracy, and in contrast to Constant and Guizot, it did not have to
fear democracy.

Thus Mill felt free to call for more democracy and to press the case against
aristocracy, for he, unlike Tocqueville, regarded aristocracy as a present menace still
impeding the progress of civilization. It may be doomed, but only if it is hastened along
to extinction. In Mill’s view the best minds could ensure their ascendancy by
demanding more democracy, for democracy aided by representation does not threaten
to cause debasement of intelligence or cultural deprivation. The people, Mill believed
against Tocqueville, will not insist on their sovereignty. At the same time, the
commanding intellects will govern or direct but not dominate society, because their
intellects keep them impartial. Representative democracy promises in sum that a free
society will be without a dominant power, effectively classless. It is a pretty picture,
attractive to liberals in Mill’s day and ours, but it is not Tocqueville’s. He did not think
that society could exist without a sovereign power or that intellects would be
unaffected by democracy (see DA Il 1, as a whole). Yet he somehow gives the
impression of being as impartial as Mill. He sees democracy and aristocracy as distinct
and contrasting social states. Democracy is more just than aristocracy since it relies
less on compulsion, but it nonetheless has its own character and its own stamp, he
shows, that leave their mark effortlessly by consent and insinuation.



Constant accepted the advent of popular sovereignty in the French Revolution, but he
thought it could be restrained. The error of the Revolution, again, was to impose an
anachronistic, illiberal democracy, derived from the ancient polis, on modern
individuals who need only to be represented, not ruled. But the unintended consequence
of this thought is to absolve modern democracy for crimes committed when it forgot
itself during the Revolution, and then to imply that it has no ills of its own. It is as if all
it needs to resolve its problems is self-doubt supplied by liberal thinkers and expressed
through parliamentary opposition. Guizot, too, underestimated the power of modern
democracy. He believed (as did Tocqueville) that merit would have its way in modern
democracy because individual talent and the social power to which it gives rise cannot
be denied. But he failed to see that mediocrity would also have its way in modern
democracy. Constant, Guizot, Madison, Mill: all were confident that liberal rationality
could contain the sovereign wills that liberalism set loose when it denied any basis to
traditional authority. Tocqueville stands out from other nineteenth-century liberals by
refusing to accept either a safe distancing of freedom from democracy or an easy
convergence of the two.

PAS CAL, MONTES QUIEU, AND ROUSSEAU

From Tocqueville’s fellow liberals, contemporaries with whom he shares an outlook,
we turn to the philosophers—all French—whom he chose as daily companions. Writing
in 1836 to his friend Louis de Kergorlay, he said: “There are three men with whom I
live a little every day; they are Pascal, Montesquieu, and Rousseau.”24

Besides being French, these are modern philosophers. Tocqueville’s thinking has
many points of similarity with that of the ancients; he shares their acute power of
observation, their willingness to stop and reflect, their noble simplicity of judgment all
the while questioning both nobility and simplicity. But although he does appreciate
them as authors, and welcomes the spiritualism and moral elevation of Plato, he does
not accept them as authorities or guides for modern times.25 Above all, he does not
care for the best regime as they do. He does not, like the ancients, carry every
discussion of the usual and the ordinary toward the best. He “places” democracy on the
scale of human imperfection without a glance, it seems, to gauge the distance from
utopian perfection. He is, of course, always comparing democracy to aristocracy, and
always revealingly. But his “aristocracy” is the conventional aristocracy of inherited
property, not the true natural aristocracy of the wise set forth in the tradition of
Socrates. Come to think of it, where is Socrates in Tocqueville? In Democracy in
America Socrates appears as a doctrinaire believer in the immortality of the soul, in
which guise he serves both the permanent need of human greatness to be attached to an
immaterial principle and the historical social state of aristocracy, now obsolete (DA 11
1.15). Perhaps the questioning Socrates is also in Tocqueville himself, an ironical
friend of democracy, praising virtues of which it is unaware and condemning as faults



the excesses of which it is sometimes most proud.

Thus Tocqueville has none of the enthusiasm of modernity in the heyday of its
founding ambition. As he does not care for the rule of the wise, so too he does not
believe in any scientific, methodological, or institutional substitute for the rule of the
wise—the rule of the duly enlightened. Pascal, Montesquieu, and Rousseau are modern
philosophers to some extent critical of modernity. They are not captains of the first
wave of the modern revolution. Montesquieu (1689—1755) and Rousseau (1712—1778)
came after, and Pascal (1623-1662) kept a certain distance. We note the absence of
Descartes, the unread, unacknowledged philosopher of the Americans (DA 11 1.1), in
Tocqueville’s list of daily counselors. The founder of modern rationalism, however
wonderfully French, was not to his taste. Tocqueville was convinced that a great
revolution in human affairs was leading all men to one regime, democracy, but he was
not persuaded that this was simply the regime of reason. Democracy for him is surely
not unreason; much can be said on its behalf, and he says it. But he does not claim, as
did the French revolutionaries, that it is light after darkness.

Pascal was not a liberal, and it is strange to see plain marks of his influence in the
thought of a liberal. Pascal tells of the vanity of human knowledge and of the misery of
the human soul, conclusions in which Christianity and his philosophy converge. They
are also matters that liberalism, with its faith in applied science and confidence in the
self, would generally rather avoid or ignore. But Tocqueville’s liberalism does not put
aside yearnings of the soul and does not join in the attempt of Descartes, Hobbes,
Spinoza, and Locke to contain them and to reduce the complexity of satisfying the soul
to the single task of preserving the self. Tocqueville cares little for ancient
metaphysics, yet he cares less for its modern substitute, epistemology, which is
designed to protect liberalism from dangerous involvement in deep questions.

Thanks in good part to what he learned from Pascal, Tocqueville is a liberal with
depth. This does not merely mean, as it might today, that he has picked up some
psychology, and been informed of the turmoil at the bottom of the self; for that kind of
depth is preparatory to a therapy that renders the soul as harmless as it was before the
discovery of unreason in it. Tocqueville’s depth is in his view of the soul’s
irremediable “restiveness” (inquiétude) that he shares with Pascal. “The condition of
man,” said Pascal, is “inconstancy, boredom, restiveness.”26

In Democracy in America Tocqueville has a chapter on the restiveness of Americans
in the midst of their well-being (DA 11 2.13). Although they are the most enlightened
people on earth, he says, they appear “grave and almost sad even in their pleasures.”
By their very enlightenment they are instructed that all goods are of this world and that
many more of them are attainable than was believed in the past. So they pursue them
avidly but inconstantly because they know there is always something better in the world
than what they have got. Life is too short to enjoy present goods at the expense of future
ones; so they keep on pursuing happiness in such manner as to assume they will never
reach it. However enlightened, Americans live in a contradiction: they are attached to



material goods as if they will never die, yet they are never satisfied with them because
they do know they will die. Here is a reasoned critique, based on thoughtful
observation, of the liberal doctrines of progress, property, and the right of self-
preservation. One commentator has said that the “Tocquevillian description of
democratic man sometimes appears as a page torn from the Pensées of Pascal.”27

What Pascal calls the condition of man Tocqueville displays in democratic man—
more politically and against the background of modern enlightenment. In discussing
democratic theater and poetry, Tocqueville says that democratic ages are absorbed in
the portrayal not of particular individuals or peoples but of the whole human race.
Since poets deal with the ideal, democratic poets must perforce envisage the depths of
man’s “immaterial nature.” In man they find infinite greatness and pettiness, for man
comes from nothing and returns to God, momentarily wandering on the edge of two
abysses (DA II 1.17). All this unmistakably Pascalian language presents a Pascalian
thought adapted by Tocqueville. It invokes Pascal’s picture of the nature of man in
which he is not so much placed in an ordered whole as swallowed up in the infinite.28
Men know enough of themselves, says Tocqueville, to sustain poetry but not enough to
get beyond it. While speaking of democratic man he lapses as it were unconsciously
into speaking of man. Democratic man is petty and weak, but he dreams of a destiny that
18 vast.

Yet when Tocqueville comes to consider Pascal himself by name, the context is
aristocracy. Contrasting democratic eagerness to get practical applications of science
to the “ardent, haughty, and disinterested love of the true” characteristic of a few,
Tocqueville singles out Pascal to illustrate the latter. Pascal, he says, devoted his soul
so entirely to a “pure desire to know” that he broke the bonds attaching it to his body
and died of old age before he was forty (DA 1l 1.10). It is unclear whether he altogether
admires this dramatic example,29 but his words reveal that in his opinion, contrary to
Pascal, the love of truth can be “haughty” as well as “disinterested.” Somehow human
greatness is in the individual, and in that sense proud and aristocratic, as well as in the
species democratically. A man such as Pascal is less likely in democracy. Tocqueville
was not, like Pascal, an enemy of pride, and so, unlike Pascal, he found human
greatness in politics, and under democracy, in political freedom.30 In a letter written in
1857 he discloses that at age sixteen he was seized by an encompassing doubt, which
he describes in Pascalian terms as an “inner malaise that I have never been able to cure
myself of,” producing “restiveness of mind.”31 Perhaps it was because, like Pascal, he
saw Christian faith as incomprehensible and hostile to human pride, that he was unable
to persuade himself to accept it. He was with Pascal except for his passion on behalf ot
human greatness—but what an exception!

Pierre-Paul Royer-Collard, the moderate royalist statesman under the Restoration,
wrote to a friend of his concerning Democracy in Ameri