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DEMOCRACY IN AMERICA 

ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE 

Author's Introduction 

AMONG the novel objects that attracted my attention during my stay in the United 
States, nothing struck me more forcibly than the general equality of condition among the 
people. I readily discovered the prodigious influence that this primary fact exercises on 
the whole course of society; it gives a peculiar direction to public opinion and a peculiar 
tenor to the laws; it imparts new maxims to the governing authorities and peculiar habits 
to the governed.  

I soon perceived that the influence of this fact extends far beyond the political character 
and the laws of the country, and that it has no less effect on civil society than on the 
government; it creates opinions, gives birth to new sentiments, founds novel customs, and 
modifies whatever it does not produce. The more I advanced in the study of American 
society, the more I perceived that this equality of condition is the fundamental fact from 
which all others seem to be derived and the central point at which all my observations 
constantly terminated.  

I then turned my thoughts to our own hemisphere, and thought that I discerned there 
something analogous to the spectacle which the New World presented to me. I observed 
that equality of condition, though it has not there reached the extreme limit which it 
seems to have attained in the United States, is constantly approaching it; and that the 
democracy which governs the American communities appears to be rapidly rising into 
power in Europe.  

Hence I conceived the idea of the book that is now before the reader.  

It is evident to all alike that a great democratic revolution is going on among us, but all 
do not look at it in the same light. To some it appears to be novel but accidental, and, as 
such, they hope it may still be checked; to others it seems irresistible, because it is the 
most uniform, the most ancient, and the most permanent tendency that is to be found in 
history… 

If the men of our time should be convinced, by attentive observation and sincere 
reflection, that the gradual and progressive development of social equality is at once the 
past and the future of their history, this discovery alone would confer upon the change the 
sacred character of a divine decree. To attempt to check democracy would be in that case 
to resist the will of God; and the nations would then be constrained to make the best of 
the social lot awarded to them by Providence.  

The Christian nations of our day seem to me to present a most alarming spectacle; the 
movement which impels them is already so strong that it cannot be stopped, but it is not 
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yet so rapid that it cannot be guided. Their fate is still in their own hands; but very soon 
they may lose control.  

The first of the duties that are at this time imposed upon those who direct our affairs is to 
educate democracy, to reawaken, if possible, its religious beliefs; to purify its morals; to 
mold its actions; to substitute a knowledge of statecraft for its inexperience, and an 
awareness of its true interest for its blind instincts, to adapt its government to time and 
place, and to modify it according to men and to conditions. A new science of politics is 
needed for a new world.  

This, however, is what we think of least; placed in the middle of a rapid stream, we 
obstinately fix our eyes on the ruins that may still be descried upon the shore we have 
left, while the current hurries us away and drags us backward towards the abyss… 

[In contrast to this backward current,] I can conceive of a society in which all men would 
feel an equal love and respect for the laws of which they consider themselves the authors; 
in which the authority of the government would be respected as necessary, and not 
divine; and in which the loyalty of the subject to the chief magistrate would not be a 
passion, but a quiet and rational persuasion. With every individual in the possession of 
rights which he is sure to retain, a kind of manly confidence and reciprocal courtesy 
would arise between all classes, removed alike from pride and servility. The people, well 
acquainted with their own true interests, would understand that, in order to profit from the 
advantages of the state, it is necessary to satisfy its requirements. The voluntary 
association of the citizens might then take the place of the individual authority of the 
nobles, and the community would be protected from tyranny and license.  

I admit that, in a democratic state thus constituted, society would not be stationary. But 
the impulses of the social body might there be regulated and made progressive. If there 
were less splendor than in an aristocracy, misery would also be less prevalent; the 
pleasures of enjoyment might be less excessive, but those of comfort would be more 
general; the sciences might be less perfectly cultivated, but ignorance would be less 
common; the ardor of the feelings would be constrained, and the habits of the nation 
softened; there would be more vices and fewer crimes.  

In the absence of enthusiasm and ardent faith, great sacrifices may be obtained from the 
members of a commonwealth by an appeal to their understanding and their experience; 
each individual will feel the same necessity of union with his fellows to protect his own 
weakness; and as he knows that he can obtain their help only on condition of helping 
them, he will readily perceive that his personal interest is identified with the interests of 
the whole community. The nation, taken as a whole, will be less brilliant, less glorious, 
and perhaps less strong; but the majority of the citizens will enjoy a greater degree of 
prosperity, and the people will remain peaceable, not because they despair of a change for 
the better, but because they are conscious that they are well off already  

If all the consequences of this state of things were not good or useful, society would at 
least have appropriated all such as were useful and good; and having once and forever 



Tocqueville Readings 3 

renounced the social advantages of aristocracy, mankind would enter into possession of 
all the benefits that democracy can offer.  

SOCIAL CONDITION OF THE ANGLO-AMERICANS 

Social condition is commonly the result of circumstances, sometimes of laws, oftener still 
of these two causes united; but when once established, it may justly be considered as 
itself the source of almost all the laws, the usages, and the ideas which regulate the 
conduct of nations: whatever it does not produce, it modifies. If we would become 
acquainted with the legislation and the manners of a nation, therefore, we must begin by 
the study of its social condition.  

Many important observations suggest themselves upon the social condition of the Anglo-
Americans; but there is one that takes precedence of all the rest. The social condition of 
the Americans is eminently democratic; this was its character at the foundation of the 
colonies, and it is still more strongly marked at the present day.  

… America, then, exhibits in her social state an extraordinary phenomenon. Men are 
there seen on a greater equality in point of fortune and intellect, or, in other words, more 
equal in their strength, than in any other country of the world, or in any age of which 
history has preserved the remembrance.  

The political consequences of such a social condition as this are easily deducible.  

It is impossible to believe that equality will not eventually find its way into the political 
world, as it does everywhere else. To conceive of men remaining forever unequal upon a 
single point, yet equal on all others, is impossible; they must come in the end to be equal 
upon all.  

THE PRINCIPLE OF THE SOVEREIGNTY OF THE PEOPLE OF 
AMERICA 

If the political laws of the United States are to be discussed, it is with the doctrine of the 
sovereignty of the people that we must begin.  

The principle of the sovereignty of the people, which is always to be found, more or less, 
at the bottom of almost all human institutions, generally remains there concealed from 
view. It is obeyed without being recognized, or if for a moment it is brought to light, it is 
hastily cast back into the gloom of the sanctuary.  

"The will of the nation" is one of those phrases that have been most largely abused by the 
wily and the despotic of every age. Some have seen the expression of it in the purchased 
suffrages of a few of the satellites of power; others, in the votes of a timid or an interested 
minority; and some have even discovered it in the silence of a people, on the supposition 
that the fact of submission established the right to command.  



Tocqueville Readings 4 

In America the principle of the sovereignty of the people is neither barren nor concealed, 
as it is with some other nations; it is recognized by the customs and proclaimed by the 
laws; it spreads freely, and arrives without impediment at its most remote consequences 
If there is a country in the world where the doctrine of the sovereignty of the people can 
be fairly appreciated, where it an be studied in its application to the affairs of society, and 
where its dangers and its advantages may be judged, that country is assuredly America.  

The American Revolution broke out, and the doctrine of the sovereignty of the people 
came out of the townships and took possession of the state. Every class was enlisted in its 
cause; battles were fought and victories obtained for it; it became the law of laws.  

At the present day the principle of the sovereignty of the people has acquired in the 
United States all the practical development that the imagination can conceive. It is 
unencumbered by those fictions that are thrown over it in other countries, and it appears 
in every possible form, according to the exigency of the occasion. Sometimes the laws 
are made by the people in a body, as at Athens; and sometimes its representatives, chosen 
by universal suffrage, transact business in its name and under its immediate supervision.  

The nation participates in the making of its laws by the choice of its legislators, and in the 
execution of them by the choice of the agents of the executive government; it may almost 
be said to govern itself, so feeble and so restricted is the share left to the administration, 
so little do the authorities forget their popular origin and the power from which they 
emanate. The people reign in the American political world as the Deity does in the 
universe. They are the cause and the aim of all things; everything comes from them, and 
everything is absorbed in them. 

THE TOWNSHIP SYSTEM 

The great political principles which now govern American society undoubtedly took their 
origin and their growth in the state. We must know the state, then, in order to gain a clue 
to the rest. The states that now compose the American Union all present the same 
features, as far as regards the external aspect of their institutions. Their political or 
administrative life is centered in three focuses of action, which may be compared to the 
different nervous centers that give motion to the human body. The township is the first in 
order, then the county, and lastly the state.  

It is not without intention that I begin this subject with the township. The village or 
township is the only association which is so perfectly natural that, wherever a number of 
men are collected, it seems to constitute itself.  

The town, then, exists in all nations, whatever their laws and customs may be: it is man 
who makes monarchies and establishes republics, but the township seems to come 
directly from the hand of God. But although the existence of the township is coeval with 
that of man, its freedom is an infrequent and fragile thing. A nation can always establish 
great political assemblies, because it habitually contains a certain number of individuals 
fitted by their talents, if not by their habits, for the direction of affairs. The township, on 
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the contrary, is composed of coarser materials, which are less easily fashioned by the 
legislator. The difficulty of establishing its independence rather augments than 
diminishes with the increasing intelligence of the people. A highly civilized community 
can hardly tolerate a local independence, is disgusted at its numerous blunders, and is apt 
to despair of success before the experiment is completed. Again, the immunities of 
townships, which have been obtained with so much difficulty, are least of all protected 
against the encroachments of the supreme power. They are unable to struggle, single-
handed, against a strong and enterprising government, and they cannot defend themselves 
with success unless they are identified with the customs of the nation and supported by 
public opinion. Thus until the independence of townships is amalgamated with the 
manners of a people, it is easily destroyed; and it is only after a long existence in the laws 
that it can be thus amalgamated. Municipal freedom is not the fruit of human efforts; it is 
rarely created by others, but is, as it were, secretly self-produced in the midst of a semi-
barbarous state of society. The constant action of the laws and the national habits, 
peculiar circumstances, and, above all, time, may consolidate it; but there is certainly no 
nation on the continent of Europe that has experienced its advantages. Yet municipal 
institutions constitute the strength of free nations. Town meetings are to liberty what 
primary schools are to science; they bring it within the people's reach, they teach men 
how to use and how to enjoy it. A nation may establish a free government, but without 
municipal institutions it cannot have the spirit of liberty. Transient passions, the interests 
of an hour, or the chance of circumstances may create the external forms of 
independence, but the despotic tendency which has been driven into the interior of the 
social system will sooner or later reappear on the surface.  

In America not only do municipal bodies exist, but they are kept alive and supported by 
town spirit. The township of New England possesses two advantages which strongly 
excite the interest of mankind: namely, independence and authority. Its sphere is limited, 
indeed; but within that sphere its action is unrestrained. This independence alone gives it 
a real importance, which its extent and population would not ensure.  

POLITICAL EFFECTS OF DECENTRALIZED THE UNITED STATES.  

"CENTRALIZATION" is a word in general and daily use, without any precise meaning 
being attached to it. Nevertheless, there exist two distinct kinds of centralization, which it 
is necessary to discriminate with accuracy.  

Certain interests are common to all parts of a nation, such as the enactment of its general 
laws and the maintenance of its foreign relations. Other interests are peculiar to certain 
parts of the nation, such, for instance, as the business of the several townships. When the 
power that directs the former or general interests is concentrated in one place or in the 
same persons, it constitutes a centralized government. To concentrate in like manner in 
one place the direction of the latter or local interests, constitutes what may be termed a 
centralized administration.  
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Upon some points these two kinds of centralization coincide, but by classifying the 
objects which fall more particularly within the province of each, they may easily be 
distinguished  

It is evident that a centralized government acquires immense power when united to 
centralized administration. Thus combined, it accustoms men to set their own will 
habitually and completely aside; to submit, not only for once, or upon one point, but in 
every respect, and at all times. Not only, therefore, does this union of power subdue them 
compulsorily, but it affects their ordinary habits; it isolates them and then influences each 
separately.  

These two kinds of centralization assist and attract each other, but they must not be 
supposed to be inseparable. It is impossible to imagine a more completely centralized 
government than that which existed in France under Louis XIV; when the same 
individual was the author and the interpreter of the laws and the representative of France 
at home and abroad, he was justified in asserting that he constituted the state. 
Nevertheless, the administration was much less centralized under Louis XIV than it is at 
the present day.  

I have shown that in the United States there is no centralized administration and no 
hierarchy of public functionaries. Local authority has been carried farther than any 
European nation could endure without great inconvenience, and it has even produced 
some disadvantageous consequences in America. But in the United States the 
centralization of the government is perfect; and it would be easy to prove that the national 
power is more concentrated there than it has ever been in the old nations of Europe. Not 
only is there but one legislative body in each state, not only does there exist but one 
source of political authority, but numerous assemblies in districts or counties have not, in 
general, been multiplied lest they should be tempted to leave their administrative duties 
and interfere with the government. 

In America the legislature of each state is supreme; nothing can impede its authority, 
neither privileges, nor local immunities, nor personal influence, nor even the empire of 
reason, since it represents that majority which claims to be the sole organ of reason. Its 
own determination is therefore the only limit to its action. In juxtaposition with it, and 
under its immediate control, is the representative of the executive power, whose duty it is 
to constrain the refractory to submit by superior force. The only symptom of weakness 
lies in certain details of the action of the government. The American republics have no 
standing armies to intimidate a discontented minority; but as no minority has as yet been 
reduced to declare open war, the necessity of an army has not been felt. The state usually 
employs the officers of the township or the county to deal with the citizens. Thus, for 
instance, in New England the town assessor fixes the rate of taxes; the town collector 
receives them; the town treasurer transmits the amount to the public treasury; and the 
disputes that may arise are brought before the ordinary courts of justice. This method of 
collecting taxes is slow as well as inconvenient, and it would prove a perpetual hindrance 
to a government whose pecuniary demands were large. It is desirable that, in whatever 
materially affects its existence, the government should be served by officers of its own, 
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appointed by itself, removable at its pleasure, and accustomed to rapid methods of 
proceeding. But it will always be easy for the central government, organized as it is in 
America, to introduce more energetic and efficacious modes of action according to its 
wants.  

The want of a centralized government will not, then, as has often been asserted, prove the 
destruction of the republics of the New World; far from the American governments being 
not sufficiently centralized, I shall prove hereafter that they are too much so. The 
legislative bodies daily encroach upon the authority of the government, and their 
tendency is to appropriate it entirely to themselves. Democratic nations are most likely to 
fall beneath the yoke of a centralized administration, for several reasons, among which is 
the following: The constant tendency of these nations is to concentrate all the strength of 
the government in the hands of the only power that directly represents the people; 
because beyond the people nothing is to be perceived but a mass of equal individuals.  

UNLIMITED POWER OF THE MAJORITY IN THE UNITED STATES, 
AND ITS CONSEQUENCES 

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

Of all political institutions, the legislature is the one that is most easily swayed by the will 
of the majority. The Americans determined that the members of the legislature should be 
elected by the people directly, and for a very brief term, in order to subject them, not only 
to the general convictions, but even to the daily passions, of their constituents. The 
members of both houses are taken from the same classes in society and nominated in the 
same manner; so that the movements of the legislative bodies are almost as rapid, and 
quite as irresistible, as those of a single assembly.  

It is to a legislature thus constituted that almost all the authority of the government has 
been entrusted.  

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

Custom has done even more than law. A proceeding is becoming more and more general 
in the United States which will, in the end, do away with the guarantees of representative 
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government: it frequently happens that the voters, in electing a delegate, point out a 
certain line of conduct to him and impose upon him certain positive obligations that he is 
pledged to fulfill. With the exception of the tumult, this comes to the same thing as if the 
majority itself held its deliberations in the market-place.  

Several particular circumstances combine to render the power of the majority in America 
not only preponderant, but irresistible. The moral authority of the majority is partly based 
upon the notion that there is more intelligence and wisdom in a number of men united 
than in a single individual, and that the number of the legislators is more important than 
their quality. The theory of equality is thus applied to the intellects of men; and human 
pride is thus assailed in its last retreat by a doctrine which the minority hesitates to admit, 
and to which they will but slowly assent. Like all other powers, and perhaps more than 
any other, the authority of the many requires the sanction of time in order to appear 
legitimate. At first it enforces obedience by constraint; and its laws are not respected until 
they have been long maintained.  

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

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

There are communities in which the members of the minority can never hope to draw the 
majority over to their side, because they must then give up the very point that is at issue 
between them. The majority in that country, therefore, exercises a prodigious actual 
authority, and a power of opinion which is nearly as great; no obstacles exist which can 
impede or even retard its progress, so as to make it heed the complaints of those whom it 
crushes upon its path. This state of things is harmful in itself and dangerous for the future.  

In my opinion, the main evil of the present democratic institutions of the United States 
does not arise, as is often asserted in Europe, from their weakness, but from their 
irresistible strength. I am not so much alarmed at the excessive liberty which reigns in 
that country as at the inadequate securities which one finds there against tyranny. If an 
individual or a party is wronged in the United States, to whom can he apply for redress? 
If to public opinion, public opinion constitutes the majority; if to the legislature, it 
represents the majority and implicitly obeys it; if to the executive power, it is appointed 
by the majority and serves as a passive tool in its hands. The public force consists of the 
majority under arms; the jury is the majority invested with the right of hearing judicial 
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cases; and in certain states even the judges are elected by the majority. However 
iniquitous or absurd the measure of which you complain, you must submit to it as well as 
you can…  

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

INFLUENCE OF THE LAWS UPON THE MAINTENANCE OF THE 
DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC IN THE UNITED STATES.  

The principal aim of this book has been to make known the laws of the United States; if 
this purpose has been accomplished, the reader is already enabled to judge for himself 
which are the laws that really tend to maintain the democratic republic, and which 
endanger its existence. If I have not succeeded in explaining this in the whole course of 
my work, I cannot hope to do so in a single chapter. It is not my intention to retrace the 
path I have already pursued, and a few lines will suffice to recapitulate what I have said.  

Three circumstances seem to me to contribute more than all others to the maintenance of 
the democratic republic in the United States.  

The first is that federal form of government which the Americans have adopted, and 
which enables the Union to combine the power of a great republic with the security of a 
small one.  

The second consists in those township institutions which limit the despotism of the 
majority and at the same time impart to the people a taste for freedom and the art of being 
free.  

The third is to be found in the constitution of the judicial power. I have shown how the 
courts of justice serve to repress the excesses of democracy, and how they check and 
direct the impulses of the majority without stopping its activity.  

INFLUENCE OF CUSTOMS UPON THE MAINTENANCE OF A 
DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC IN THE UNITED STATES 

I have previously remarked that the manners of the people may be considered as one of 
the great general causes to which the maintenance of a democratic republic in the United 
States is attributable. I here use the word customs with the meaning which the ancients 
attached to the word mores; for I apply it not only to manners properly so called--that is, 
to what might be termed the habits of the heart--but to the various notions and opinions 
current among men and to the mass of those ideas which constitute their character of 
mind. I comprise under this term, therefore, the whole moral and intellectual condition of 
a people. My intention is not to draw a picture of American customs, but simply to point 
out such features of them as are favorable to the maintenance of their political 
institutions.  
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INFLUENCE OF DEMOCRACY ON THE FEELINGS OF THE 
AMERICANS 

Nothing seems at first sight less important than the outward form of human actions, yet 
there is nothing upon which men set more store: they grow used to everything except to 
living in a society which has not their own manners. The influence of the social and 
political state of a country upon manners is therefore deserving of serious examination. 
Manners are, generally, the product of the very basis of the character of a people, but they 
are also sometimes the result of an arbitrary convention between certain men; thus they 
are at once natural and acquired. When certain men perceive that they are the foremost 
persons in society, without contestation and without effort-when they are constantly 
engaged on large objects, leaving the more minute details to others-and when they live in 
the enjoyment of wealth which they did not amass and which they do not fear to lose, it 
may be supposed that they feel a kind of haughty disdain of the petty interests and 
practical cares of life, and that their thoughts assume a natural greatness, which their 
language and their manners denote. In democratic countries manners are generally devoid 
of dignity, because private life is there extremely petty in its character; and they are 
frequently low, because the mind has few opportunities of rising above the engrossing 
cares of domestic interests. True dignity in manners consists in always taking one's 
proper station, neither too high nor too low; and this is as much within the reach of a 
peasant as of a prince. In democracies all stations appear doubtful; hence it is that the 
manners of democracies, though often full of arrogance, are commonly wanting in 
dignity, and, moreover, they are never either well disciplined or accomplished.  

The men who live in democracies are too fluctuating for a certain number of them ever to 
succeed in laying down a code of good breeding, and in forcing people to follow it. Every 
man therefore behaves after his own fashion, and there is always a certain incoherence in 
the manners of such times, because they are molded upon the feelings and notions of each 
individual, rather than upon an ideal model proposed for general imitation. This, 
however, is much more perceptible at the time when an aristocracy has just been 
overthrown than after it has long been destroyed. New political institutions and new 
social elements then bring to the same places of resort, and frequently compel to live in 
common, men whose education and habits are still amazingly dissimilar, and this renders 
the motley composition of society peculiarly visible. The existence of a former strict code 
of good breeding is still remembered, but what it contained or where it is to be found is 
already forgotten. Men have lost the common law of manners, and they have not yet 
made up their minds to do without it; but everyone endeavors to make to himself some 
sort of arbitrary and variable rule, from the remnant of former usages; so that manners 
have neither the regularity and the dignity which they often display amongst aristocratic 
nations, nor the simplicity and freedom which they sometimes assume in democracies; 
they are at once constrained and without constraint.  

This, however, is not the normal state of things. When the equality of conditions is long 
established and complete, as all men entertain nearly the same notions and do nearly the 
same things, they do not require to agree or to copy from one another in order to speak or 
act in the same manner: their manners are constantly characterized by a number of lesser 
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diversities, but not by any great differences. They are never perfectly alike, because they 
do not copy from the same pattern; they are never very unlike, because their social 
condition is the same… 

WHY DEMOCRATIC NATIONS SHOW A MORE ARDENT AND 
ENDURING LOVE OF EQUALITY THAN OF LIBERTY  

The first and most intense passion that is produced by equality of condition is, I need 
hardly say, the love of that equality. My readers will therefore not be surprised that I 
speak of this feeling 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 freedom and equality would meet and 
blend. Let us suppose that all the people take a part in the government, and that each one 
of them has an equal right to take a part in it. As no one is different from his fellows, 
none can exercise a tyrannical power; men will be perfectly free because they are all 
entirely equal; and they will all be perfectly equal because they are entirely free. To this 
ideal state democratic nations tend. This is the only complete 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 society without prevailing in the 
political world. There may be equal rights of indulging in the same pleasures, of entering 
the same professions, of frequenting the same places; in a word, of living in the same 
manner and seeking wealth by the same means, although all men do not take an equal 
share in the government. A kind of equality may even be established in the political 
world though there should be no political freedom there. A man may be the equal of all 
his countrymen save one, who is the master of all without distinction and who selects 
equally from among them all the agents of his power. Several other combinations might 
be easily imagined by which very great equality would be united to institutions more or 
less free or even to institutions wholly without freedom. 

Although men cannot become absolutely equal unless they are 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 among democratic nations they are two unequal things. 

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 
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they cannot obtain that, they still call for equality in slavery. They will endure poverty, 
servitude, barbarism, but they will not endure aristocracy. 

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 to show how it is that in the same ages all his feelings are turned 
towards himself alone. Individualism is a novel expression, to which a novel idea has 
given birth. Our fathers were only acquainted with egoisme (selfishness). Selfishness is a 
passionate and exaggerated love of self, which leads a man to connect everything with 
himself 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 fellows 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. 
Selfishness originates in blind instinct; individualism proceeds from erroneous judgment 
more than from depraved feelings; it originates as much in deficiencies of mind as in 
perversity of heart. 

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

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

Thus not only does democracy make every man forget his ancestors, but it hides his 
descendants and separates his contemporaries from him; it throws him back forever upon 
himself alone and threatens in the end to confine him entirely within the solitude of his 
own heart. 

INDIVIDUALISM AND CONFORMITY 

Americans commonly seek for the sources of truth in themselves or in those who are like 
themselves. This would be enough to prove that at such periods no new religion could be 
established, and that all schemes for such a purpose would be not only impious, but 
absurd and irrational. It may be foreseen that a democratic people will not easily give 
credence to divine missions; that they will laugh at modern prophets; and that they will 
seek to discover the chief arbiter of their belief within, and not beyond, the limits of their 
kind. 
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When the ranks of society are unequal, and men unlike one another in condition, there are 
some individuals wielding the power of superior intelligence, learning, and 
enlightenment, while the multitude are sunk in ignorance and prejudice. Men living at 
these aristocratic periods are therefore naturally induced to shape their opinions by the 
standard of a superior person, or a superior class of persons, while they are averse to 
recognizing the infallibility of the mass of the people. 

The contrary takes place in ages of equality. The nearer the people are drawn to the 
common level of an equal and similar condition, the less prone does each man become to 
place implicit faith in a certain man or a certain class of men. But his readiness to believe 
the multitude increases, and opinion is more than ever mistress of the world. Not only is 
common opinion the only guide which private judgment retains among a democratic 
people, but among such a people it possesses a power infinitely beyond what it has 
elsewhere. At periods of equality men have no faith in one another, by reason of their 
common resemblance; but this very resemblance gives them almost unbounded 
confidence in the judgment of the public; for it would seem probable that, as they are all 
endowed with equal means of judging, the greater truth should go with the greater 
number. 

When the inhabitant of a democratic country compares himself individually with all those 
about him, he feels with pride that he is the equal of any one of them; but when he comes 
to survey the totality of his fellows and to place himself in contrast with so huge a body, 
he is instantly overwhelmed by the sense of his own insignificance and weakness. The 
same equality that renders him independent of each of his fellow citizens, taken severally, 
exposes him alone and unprotected to the influence of the greater amber. The public, 
therefore, among a democratic people, has a singular power, which aristocratic nations 
cannot conceive; for it does not persuade others to its beliefs, but imposes them and 
makes them permeate the thinking of everyone by a sort of enormous pressure of the 
mind of all upon the individual intelligence. 

In the United States the majority undertakes to supply a multitude of ready-made 
opinions for the use of individuals, who are thus relieved from the necessity of forming 
opinions of their own. Everybody there adopts great numbers of theories, on philosophy, 
morals, and politics, without inquiry, upon public trust; and if we examine it very closely, 
it will be perceived that religion itself holds sway there much less as a doctrine of 
revelation than as a commonly received opinion. 

The fact that the political laws of the Americans are such that the majority rules the 
community with sovereign sway materially increases the power which that majority 
naturally exercises over the mind. For nothing is more customary in man than to 
recognize superior wisdom in the person of his oppressor. This political omnipotence of 
the majority in the United States doubtless augments the influence that public opinion 
would obtain without it over the minds of each member of the community; but the 
foundations of that influence do not rest upon it. They must be sought for in the principle 
of equality itself, not in the more or less popular institutions which men living under that 
condition may give themselves. The intellectual dominion of the greater number would 
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probably be less absolute among a democratic people governed by a king than in the 
sphere of a pure democracy, but it will always be extremely absolute; and by whatever 
political laws men are governed in the ages of equality, it may be foreseen that faith in 
public opinion will become for them a species of religion, and the majority its ministering 
prophet. 

Thus intellectual authority will be different, but it will not be diminished; and far from 
thinking that it will disappear, I augur that it may readily acquire too much 
preponderance and confine the action of private judgment within narrower limits than are 
suited to either the greatness or the happiness of the human race. In the principle of 
equality I very clearly discern two tendencies; one leading the mind of every man to 
untried thoughts, the other prohibiting him from thinking at all. And I perceive how, 
under the dominion of certain laws, democracy extinguish that of the mind to which a 
democratic social condition is favorable; so that, after having broken all the bondage once 
imposed on it by ranks or by men, the human mind would be closely fettered to the 
general will of the greatest number. 

If the absolute power of a majority were to be substituted by democratic nations for all 
the different powers that checked or retarded overmuch the energy of individual minds, 
the evil would only have changed character. Men would not have found the means of 
independent life; they would simply have discovered (no easy task) a new physiognomy 
of servitude. There is, and I cannot repeat it too often, there is here matter for profound 
reflection to those who look on freedom of thought as a holy thing and who hate not only 
the despot, but despotism. For myself, when I feel the hand of power lie heavy on my 
brow, I care but little to know who oppresses me; and I am not the more disposed to pass 
beneath the yoke because it is held out to me by the arms of a million men. 

WHAT SORT OF DESPOTISM DEMOCRATIC NATIONS HAVE TO 
FEAR 

A more accurate examination of the subject, and five years of further meditation, have 
not diminished my fears, but have changed their object.  

No sovereign ever lived in former ages so absolute or so powerful as to undertake to 
administer by his own agency, and without the assistance of intermediate powers, all the 
parts of a great empire; none ever attempted to subject all his subjects indiscriminately to 
strict uniformity of regulation and personally to tutor and direct every member of the 
community. The notion of such an undertaking never occurred to the human mind; and if 
any man had conceived it, the want of information, the imperfection of the administrative 
system, and, above all, the natural obstacles caused by the inequality of conditions would 
speedily have checked the execution of so vast a design.  

When the Roman emperors were at the height of their power, the different nations of the 
empire still preserved usages and customs of great diversity; although they were subject 
to the same monarch, most of the provinces were separately administered; they abounded 
in powerful and active municipalities; and although the whole government of the empire 
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was centered in the hands of the Emperor alone and he always remained, in case of need, 
the supreme arbiter in all matters, yet the details of social life and private occupations lay 
for the most part beyond his control. The emperors possessed, it is true, an immense and 
unchecked power, which allowed them to gratify all their whimsical tastes and to employ 
for that purpose the whole strength of the state. They frequently abused that power 
arbitrarily to deprive their subjects of property or of life; their tyranny was extremely 
onerous to the few, but it did not reach the many; it was confined to some few main 
objects and neglected the rest; it was violent, but its range was limited.  

It would seem that if despotism were to be established among the democratic nations of 
our days, it might assume a different character; it would be more extensive and more 
mild; it would degrade men without tormenting them. 

I think, then, that the species of oppression by which democratic nations are menaced is 
unlike anything that ever before existed in the world; our contemporaries will find no 
prototype of it in their memories. I seek in vain for an expression that will accurately 
convey the whole of the idea I have formed of it; the old words despotism and tyranny 
are inappropriate: the thing itself is new, and since I cannot name, I must attempt to 
define it.  

I seek to trace the novel features under which despotism may appear in the world. The 
first thing that strikes the observation is an innumerable multitude of men, all equal and 
alike, incessantly endeavoring to procure the petty and paltry pleasures with which they 
glut their lives. Each of them, living apart, is as a stranger to the fate of all the rest; his 
children and his private friends constitute to him the whole of mankind. As for the rest of 
his fellow citizens, he is close to them, but he does not see them; he touches them, but he 
does not feel them; he exists only in himself and for himself alone; and if his kindred still 
remain to him, he may be said at any rate to have lost his country.  

Above this race of men stands an immense and tutelary power, which takes upon itself 
alone to secure their gratifications and to watch over their fate. That power is absolute, 
minute, regular, provident, and mild. It would be like the authority of a parent if, like that 
authority, its object was to prepare men for manhood; but it seeks, on the contrary, to 
keep them in perpetual childhood: it is well content that the people should rejoice, 
provided they think of nothing but rejoicing. For their happiness such a government 
willingly labors, but it chooses to be the sole agent and the only arbiter of that happiness; 
it provides for their security, foresees and supplies their necessities, facilitates their 
pleasures, manages their principal concerns, directs their industry, regulates the descent 
of property, and subdivides their inheritances: what remains, but to spare them all the 
care of thinking and all the trouble of living?  

I shall conclude with one general idea, which comprises not only all the particular ideas 
that have been expressed in the present chapter, but also most of those of which it is the 
object of this book to treat. In the ages of aristocracy which preceded our own, there were 
private persons of great power and a social authority of extreme weakness. The outline of 
society itself was not easily discernible and was constantly confounded with the different 
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powers by which the community was ruled. The principal efforts of the men of those 
times were required to strengthen, aggrandize, and secure the supreme power; and, on the 
other hand, to circumscribe individual independence within narrower limits and to subject 
private interests to the interests of the public. Other perils and other cares await the men 
of our age. Among the greater part of modern nations the government, whatever may be 
its origin, its constitution, or its name, has become almost omnipotent, and private 
persons are falling more and more into the lowest stage of weakness and dependence. In 
olden society everything was different; unity and uniformity were nowhere to be met 
with. In modern society everything threatens to become so much alike that the peculiar 
characteristics of each individual will soon be entirely lost in the general aspect of the 
world. Our forefathers were always prone to make an improper use of the notion that 
private rights ought to be respected; and we are naturally prone, on the other hand, to 
exaggerate the idea that the interest of a private individual ought always to bend to the 
interest of the many.  

Providence has not created mankind entirely independent or entirely free. It is true that 
around every man a fatal circle is traced beyond which he cannot pass; but within the 
wide verge of that circle he is powerful and free; as it is with man, so with communities. 
The nations of our time cannot prevent the conditions of men from becoming equal, but it 
depends upon themselves whether the principle of equality is to lead them to servitude or 
freedom, to knowledge or barbarism, to prosperity or wretchedness. 


