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Alexis de Tocqueville On the Three Races in America 

THE PRESENT AND PROBABLE FUTURE CONDITION OF THE THREE RACES 

THAT INHABIT THE TERRITORY OF THE UNITED STATES  

THE principal task that I had imposed upon myself is now performed: I have shown, as 

far as I was able, the laws and the customs of the American democracy. Here I might 

stop; but the reader would perhaps feel that I had not satisfied his expectations.  

An absolute and immense democracy is not all that we find in America; the inhabitants of 

the New World may be considered from more than one point of view. In the course of 

this work my subject has often led me to speak of the Indians and the Negroes, but I have 

never had time to stop in order to show what place these two races occupy in the midst of 

the democratic people whom I was engaged in describing. I have shown in what spirit 

and according to what laws the Anglo-American Union was formed; but I could give only 

a hurried and imperfect glance at the dangers which menace that confederation and could 

not furnish a detailed account of its chances of survival independently of its laws and 

manners. When speaking of the united republics, I hazarded no conjectures upon the 

permanence of republican forms in the New World; and when making frequent allusions 

to the commercial activity that reigns in the Union, I was unable to inquire into the future 

of the Americans as a commercial people.  

These topics are collaterally connected with my subject without forming a part of it; they 

are American without being democratic, and to portray democracy has been my principal 

aim. It was therefore necessary to postpone these questions, which I now take up as the 

proper termination of my work.  

THE PRESENT AND PROBABLE FUTURE CONDITION OF THE INDIAN TRIBES 

THAT INHABIT THE TERRITORY POSSESSED BY THE UNION.  

A few European families, occupying points very remote from one another, soon drive 

away the wild animals that remain between their places of abode. The Indians, who had 

previously lived in a sort of abundance, then find it difficult to subsist, and still more 

difficult to procure the articles of barter that they stand in need of. To drive away their 

game has the same effect as to render sterile the fields of our agriculturists; deprived of 

the means of subsistence, they are reduced, like famished wolves, to prowl through the 

forsaken woods in quest of prey. Their instinctive love of country attaches them to the 

soil that gave them birth even after it has ceased to yield anything but misery and death. 

At length they are compelled to acquiesce and depart; they follow the traces of the elk, 

the buffalo, and the beaver and are guided by these wild animals in the choice of their 

future country. Properly speaking, therefore, it is not the Europeans who drive away the 

natives of America; it is famine, a happy distinction which had escaped the casuists of 

former times and for which we are indebted to modern discovery!  

It is impossible to conceive the frightful sufferings that attend these forced migrations. 

They are undertaken by a people already exhausted and reduced; and the countries to 
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which the newcomers betake themselves are inhabited by other tribes, which receive 

them with jealous hostility. Hunger is in the rear, war awaits them, and misery besets 

them on all sides. To escape from so many enemies, they separate, and each individual 

endeavors to procure secretly the means of supporting his existence by isolating himself, 

living in the immensity of the desert like an outcast in civilized society. The social tie, 

which distress had long since weakened, is then dissolved; they have no longer a country, 

and soon they will not be a people; their very families are obliterated; their common 

name is forgotten; their language perishes; and all traces of their origin disappear. Their 

nation has ceased to exist except in the recollection of the antiquaries of America and a 

few of the learned of Europe.  

I should be sorry to have my reader suppose that I am coloring the picture too highly; I 

saw with my own eyes many of the miseries that I have just described, and was the 

witness of sufferings that I have not the power to portray.  

At the end of the year 1831, while I was on the left bank of the Mississippi, at a place 

named by Europeans Memphis, there arrived a numerous band of Choctaws (or Chactas, 

as they are called by the French in Louisiana). These savages had left their country and 

were endeavoring to gain the right bank of the Mississippi, where they hoped to find an 

asylum that had been promised them by the American government. It was then the 

middle of winter, and the cold was unusually severe; the snow had frozen hard upon the 

ground, and the river was drifting huge masses of ice. The Indians had their families with 

them, and they brought in their train the wounded and the sick, with children newly born 

and old men upon the verge of death. They possessed neither tents nor wagons, but only 

their arms and some provisions. I saw them embark to pass the mighty river, and never 

will that solemn spectacle fade from my remembrance. No cry, no sob, was heard among 

the assembled crowd; all were silent. Their calamities were of ancient date, and they 

knew them to be irremediable. The Indians had all stepped into the bark that was to carry 

them across, but their dogs remained upon the bank. As soon as these animals perceived 

that their masters were finally leaving the shore, they set up a dismal howl and, plunging 

all together into the icy waters of the Mississippi, swam after the boat.  

The expulsion of the Indians often takes place at the present day in a regular and, as it 

were, a legal manner. When the European population begins to approach the limit of the 

desert inhabited by a savage tribe, the government of the United States usually sends 

forward envoys who assemble the Indians in a large plain and, having first eaten and 

drunk with them, address them thus: "What have you to do in the land of your fathers? 

Before long, you must dig up their bones in order to live. In what respect is the country 

you inhabit better than another? Are there no woods, marshes, or prairies except where 

you dwell? And can you live nowhere but under your own sun? Beyond those mountains 

which you see at the horizon, beyond the lake which bounds your territory on the west, 

there lie vast countries where beasts of chase are yet found in great abundance; sell us 

your lands, then, and go to live happily in those solitudes." After holding this language, 

they spread before the eyes of the Indians firearms, woolen garments, kegs of brandy, 

glass necklaces, bracelets of tinsel, ear-rings, and looking-glasses.  If, when they have 

beheld all these riches, they still hesitate, it is insinuated that they cannot refuse the 
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required consent and that the government itself will not long have the power of protecting 

them in their rights. What are they to do? Half convinced and half compelled, they go to 

inhabit new deserts, where the importunate whites will not let them remain ten years in 

peace. In this manner do the Americans obtain, at a very low price, whole provinces, 

which the richest sovereigns of Europe could not purchase. 

These are great evils; and it must be added that they appear to me to be irremediable. I 

believe that the Indian nations of North America are doomed to perish, and that whenever 

the Europeans shall be established on the shores of the Pacific Ocean, that race of men 

will have ceased to exist. The Indians had only the alternative of war or civilization; in 

other words, they must either destroy the Europeans or become their equals.  

SITUATION OF THE BLACK POPULATION IN THE UNITED STATES,30 AND 

DANGERS WITH WHICH ITS PRESENCE THREATENS THE WHITES  

The Indians will perish in the same isolated condition in which they have lived, but the 

destiny of the Negroes is in some measure interwoven with that of the Europeans. These 

two races are fastened to each other without intermingling; and they are alike unable to 

separate entirely or to combine. The most formidable of all the ills that threaten the future 

of the Union arises from the presence of a black population upon its territory; and in 

contemplating the cause of the present embarrassments, or the future dangers of the 

United States, the observer is invariably led to this as a primary fact.  

Generally speaking, men must make great and unceasing efforts before permanent evils 

are created; but there is one calamity which penetrated furtively into the world, and 

which was at first scarcely distinguishable amid the ordinary abuses of power: it 

originated with an individual whose name history has not preserved; it was wafted like 

some accursed germ upon a portion of the soil; but it afterwards nurtured itself, grew 

without effort, and spread naturally with the society to which it belonged. This calamity 

is slavery. Christianity suppressed slavery, but the Christians of the sixteenth century re-

established it, as an exception, indeed, to their social system, and restricted to one of the 

races of mankind; but the wound thus inflicted upon humanity, though less extensive, 

was far more difficult to cure.  

It is important to make an accurate distinction between slavery itself and its 

consequences. The immediate evils produced by slavery were very nearly the same in 

antiquity as they are among the moderns, but the consequences of these evils were 

different. The slave among the ancients belonged to the same race as his master, and was 

often the superior of the two in education and intelligence. Freedom was the only 

distinction between them; and when freedom was conferred, they were easily confounded 

together. The ancients, then, had a very simple means of ridding themselves of slavery 

and its consequences: that of enfranchisement; and they succeeded as soon as they 

adopted this measure generally. Not but that in ancient states the vestiges of servitude 

subsisted for some time after servitude itself was abolished. There is a natural prejudice 

that prompts men to despise whoever has been their inferior long after he has become 

their equal; and the real inequality that is produced by fortune or by law is always 
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succeeded by an imaginary inequality that is implanted in the manners of the people. But 

among the ancients this secondary consequence of slavery had a natural limit; for the 

freedman bore so entire a resemblance to those born free that it soon became impossible 

to distinguish him from them.  

The greatest difficulty in antiquity was that of altering the law; among the moderns it is 

that of altering the customs, and as far as we are concerned, the real obstacles begin 

where those of the ancients left off. This arises from the circumstance that among the 

moderns the abstract and transient fact of slavery is fatally united with the physical and 

permanent fact of color. The tradition of slavery dishonors the race, and the peculiarity of 

the race perpetuates the tradition of slavery. No African has ever voluntarily emigrated to 

the shores of the New World, whence it follows that all the blacks who are now found 

there are either slaves or freedmen Thus the Negro transmits the eternal mark of his 

ignominy to all his descendants; and although the law may abolish slavery, God alone 

can obliterate the traces of its existence.  

I see that in a certain portion of the territory of the United States at the present day the 

legal barrier which separated the two races is falling away, but not that which exists in 

the manners of the country, slavery recedes, but the prejudice to which it has given birth 

is immovable. Whoever has inhabited the United States must have perceived that in those 

parts of the Union in which the Negroes are no longer slaves they have in no wise drawn 

nearer to the whites. On the contrary, the prejudice of race appears to be stronger in the 

states that have abolished slavery than in those where it still exists; and nowhere is it so 

intolerant as in those states where servitude has never been known.  

The emancipated Negroes and those born after the abolition of slavery do not, indeed, 

migrate from the North to the South; but their situation with regard to the Europeans is 

not unlike that of the Indians; they remain half civilized and deprived of their rights in the 

midst of a population that is far superior to them in wealth and knowledge, where they 

are exposed to the tyranny of the laws and the intolerance of the people. On some 

accounts they are still more to be pitied than the Indians, since they are haunted by the 

reminiscence of slavery, and they cannot claim possession of any part of the soil. Many 

of them perish miserably, and the rest congregate in the great towns, where they perform 

the meanest offices and lead a wretched and precarious existence.  

If, moreover, the number of Negroes were to continue to grow in the same proportion 

during the period when they did not have their liberty, yet, with the number of the whites 

increasing at a double rate after the abolition of slavery, the Negroes would soon be 

swallowed up in the midst of an alien population.  

As long as the Negro remains a slave, he may be kept in a condition not far removed 

from that of the brutes; but with his liberty he cannot but acquire a degree of instruction 

that will enable him to appreciate his misfortunes and to discern a remedy for them. 

Moreover, there exists a singular principle of relative justice which is firmly implanted in 

the human heart. Men are much more forcibly struck by those inequalities which exist 

within the same class than by those which may be noted between different classes. One 
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can understand slavery, but how allow several millions of citizens to exist under a load of 

eternal infamy and hereditary wretchedness? 

As soon as it is admitted that the whites and the emancipated blacks are placed upon the 

same territory in the situation of two foreign communities, it will readily be understood 

that there are but two chances for the future: the Negroes and the whites must either 

wholly part or wholly mingle. … I have previously observed that the mixed race is the 

true bond of union between the Europeans and the Indians; just so, the mulattoes are the 

true means of transition between the white and the Negro; so that wherever mulattoes 

abound, the intermixture of the two races is not impossible. In some parts of America the 

European and the Negro races are so crossed with one another that it is rare to meet with 

a man who is entirely black or entirely white; when they have arrived at this point, the 

two races may really be said to be combined, or, rather, to have been absorbed in a third 

race, which is connected with both without being identical with either.  

If I were called upon to predict the future, I should say that the abolition of slavery in the 

South will in the common course of things, increase the repugnance of the white 

population for the blacks. I base this opinion upon the observation that the white 

inhabitants of the North avoid the Negroes with increasing care in proportion as the legal 

barriers of separation are removed by the legislature; and why should not the same result 

take place in the South? In the North the whites are deterred from intermingling with the 

blacks by an imaginary danger; in the South, where the danger would be real, I cannot 

believe that the fear would be less.  

If, on the one hand, it be admitted ( and the fact is unquestionable) that the colored 

population perpetually accumulate in the extreme South and increase more rapidly than 

the whites; and if, on the other hand, it be allowed that it is impossible to foresee a time at 

which the whites and the blacks will be so intermingled as to derive the same benefits 

from society, must it not be inferred that the blacks and the whites will, sooner or later, 

come to open strife in the Southern states?  

Yet, at whatever period the strife may break out, the whites of the South, even if they are 

abandoned to their own resources, will enter the lists with an immense superiority of 

knowledge and the means of warfare; but the blacks will have numerical strength and the 

energy of despair upon their side, and these are powerful resources to men who have 

taken up arms.  

The danger of a conflict between the white and the black inhabitants of the Southern 

states of the Union ( a danger which, however remote it may be, is inevitable ) 

perpetually haunts the imagination of the Americans, like a painful dream. 

I am obliged to confess that I do not regard the abolition of slavery as a means of warding 

off the struggle of the two races in the Southern states. The Negroes may long remain 

slaves without complaining; but if they are once raised to the level of freemen, they will 

soon revolt at being deprived of almost all their civil rights; and as they cannot become 

the equals of the whites, they will speedily show themselves as enemies. 
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The hope of liberty had always been allowed to the slave, to cheer the hardships of his 

condition. But the Americans of the South are well aware that emancipation cannot but 

be dangerous when the freed man can never be assimilated to his former master. To give 

a man his freedom and to leave him in wretchedness and ignominy is nothing less than to 

prepare a future chief for a revolt of the slaves.  

 

 


