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Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–59) at the time of his election to the Constituent Assembly in 1848, based on a drawing by Léon Noel.
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The first time Tocqueville met with the English economist Nassau Senior has been recorded by Senior’s daughter:


One day in the year 1833 a knock was heard at the door of the Chambers in which Mr. Senior was sitting at work, and a young man entered who announced himself in these terms: “I am Alexis de Tocqueville, and I have come to make your acquaintance.” He had no other introduction.1



Tocqueville and Senior quickly became friends, and their friendship lasted till Tocqueville’s death some twenty-five years later. The two especially liked to talk about politics, but they also touched on economic topics to which Tocqueville always attached a special importance.

Many readers of the work of Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–59) have felt as fortunate as Nassau Senior in being introduced to Tocqueville; they have similarly come to regard him as a friend with whom to argue, agree, and disagree. Tocqueville’s readers have especially come to appreciate his analyses of politics and society; today he is regarded as a major figure in political theory as well as a classic in sociology.

One area that has not found many commentators is Tocqueville’s views on economics. This is a pity because Tocqueville, as I will try to show in this book, developed an analysis of economic phenomena that in some ways is as interesting and evocative as his analysis of politics. There is, first and foremost, his magnificent portrait and analysis in Democracy in America of the entrepreneurial economy in early nineteenth-century America. When Tocqueville traveled in the United States during 1831– 32 the country had just begun its economic takeoff that would eventually transform the nation into the world’s most powerful capitalist economy. There is also the outstanding picture of a traditional and blocked economy in The Old Regime and the Revolution .What drives much of the economic analysis in the latter work is how the French state for centuries had undermined the economic confidence and capacities of the French people. There are also some striking ideas on economic phenomena in Tocqueville’s less-known writings, such as Memoir on Pauperism and his travel notes from his journeys to England and Ireland.

Besides entrepreneurship and how the state can discourage economic initiative, Tocqueville also discusses many other economic topics. There is, first of all, his general thesis that the mores (moeurs) of a country primarily explain economic behavior.2 This is a strikingly modern idea that many current economists and sociologists are working with, often in conjunction with a theory of institutions. Tocqueville, as I shall show, also had some interesting things to say about the role of institutions in economic life, even if he always assigned primary importance to the mores.

Two other economic topics that Tocqueville was very interested in are property and taxation, and his analyses of them are often profound as well as original. Tocqueville is also astonishingly modern in his view of property and fiscal issues; one often wonders if this is a voice from the nineteenth century or from today. In any case, he definitely addresses many of the concerns of the twenty-first century.

Given the originality of Tocqueville’s economic analysis, one may ask why it has not attracted more attention over the years.3 One answer is that Tocqueville was early cast as a political analyst by his admirers and commentators, and this identity has tended to preempt his other identities. In addition, modern economics quickly acquired a monopoly on what counts as “economic,” and its vision is very different from that of Tocqueville.

But there are also ways of defining the area of the economy that are closer in spirit to Tocqueville’s way of proceeding than to mainstream economics. This is especially the case with the approach known as social economics (Sozialökonomik), which is primarily associated with Joseph Schumpeter and Max Weber.4

According to Schumpeter, a full analysis of economic phenomena demands knowledge of not only economic theory but also economic history, economic sociology, and economic statistics.5 This pretty much covers the range of Tocqueville’s analysis. While Schumpeter mainly discussed social economics in terms of the methods that were required, Weber also tried to theorize its object. Social economics, he argued, deals first of all with “economic phenomena,” that is, with markets, firms, and so on. But it also deals with two other areas that mainstream economists do not include: “economically relevant phenomena” and “economically conditioned phenomena.”6

Economically relevant phenomena are defined by Weber as noneconomic phenomena that may influence economic phenomena. The classic example is the analysis in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, according to which a certain type of religious mentality influenced the nature of capitalism in the West. Economically conditioned phenomena, in contrast, are non-economic phenomena that in important respects have been influenced by economic phenomena. One example of this from Weber’s work is the way that economic forces influence religion. Peasants, for example, tend to assign a religious meaning to the forces of nature as a result of their work with the land.

While Tocqueville “painted to a considerable extent in economic colors,” in Schumpeter’s elegant formulation, he never devoted a major study to economics or economic topics.7 Did he ever think of doing so? In a letter he wrote as a young man, in which he discusses a journal that he was hoping to launch with some friends, he addressed the issue of what was wrong with political economy. He wrote as follows:


While all the efforts in political economy seem today to be in the direction of materialism, I would like the policy of the journal to be to emphasize the most immaterial side of this science, to try to introduce ideas and moral feelings as elements of prosperity and happiness, to try to rehabilitate the spiritual dimension in politics and make it popular by making it useful. I would also like the same spiritualist tendency to be part of the way that the other sciences and the arts are treated.

If I were to develop this idea by application and example, I would have to write a whole treatise, something I have neither the faculty nor the desire to do at the moment. But I think that what I have said here in general is enough to make you understand what my goal with this journal would be.8



Tocqueville, as we know, never wrote a treatise of the type that he refers to in this letter. Indeed, he would only publish one major study besides Democracy in America, namely The Old Regime and the Revolution. He did, however, write quite a bit on economic topics during his lifetime, and in this work I shall single out this material and show its relevance for the analysis and understanding of economic life.

In doing so, I will often refer to the main themes in Tocqueville’s letter from 1834 on what an improved political economy along Tocquevillian lines might look like. The political economists of his day, Tocqueville charged, only paid attention to material interests and motives, and ignored the role that “ideas and moral feelings” play in economic life. The ideal for Tocqueville was a balance between the body and the soul, and unless such a balance was established (and in society as well), there would be no true “prosperity and happiness.”

The title of this study is Tocqueville’s Political Economy; the reason I have used the term “political economy” is that it was common in Tocqueville’s time. The adjective “political” also makes clear that the economy was seen as closely related to the sphere of politics. This was the general view in the nineteenth century and something Tocqueville strongly agreed with.

It should also be emphasized that Tocqueville produced his body of work well before the current division of labor in social science had come into existence. This is one reason why his work at first sight may seem “amateurish” when compared to contemporary social science. But it should also be noted that it was precisely the early and rudimentary division of intellectual labor that allowed Tocqueville to analyze a series of topics he was interested in—including economic phenomena—and to do so in a much freer way than today’s social scientists are able to do with their firm conceptions of what belongs to “political science,” “sociology,” “economics,” and so on. Being active during the first half of the nineteenth century, in brief, made it much easier for Tocqueville to establish the new and surprising connections between phenomena that are at the heart of the intellectual enterprise than it is for today’s social scientists.

But there is more to Tocqueville’s originality when it comes to analyzing economic phenomena; it is time to mention what I consider Tocqueville’s most important contribution to today’s discussion of the economy. This has to do with his method or,more precisely, with his way of thinking about the economy—how he struggled to make sense of economic phenomena.

Tocqueville was truly obsessed with a desire to understand and explain, and he would not rest until he had laid bare the social mechanism underlying some phenomenon. There is no easy way to summarize how he went about his analysis. One can perhaps say that he primarily tried to think about economic phenomena by linking them to other social phenomena. Instead of trying to lay bare their essence, and work from there, he carefully studied economic phenomena in their empirical setting and tried to connect them to other social phenomena.

John Stuart Mill, Tocqueville’s contemporary and friend, realized that it was first and foremost Tocqueville’s way of thinking that was of interest—more so than the result. “The value of his work is less in the conclusions, than in the mode of arriving at them,” as Mill put it.9 Tocqueville described himself as deeply fascinated with “ideas”; as a young man he compared the pleasures of thinking and playing with ideas to being in love. As he wrote in 1827, “the result [of serious thought and of having ideas] gives me the same satisfaction as I have felt when I was in love . . . it makes me feel alive.”10

In addition to having this love of thinking, Tocqueville was also burning with ambition to be original, something that made him look for new angles and avoid what could be found in the works of other writers. Part of Tocqueville’s desire to go to the United States was precisely to analyze a topic that was little known in France at the time. And just as Tocqueville famously argues in Democracy in America that a new political science is needed to analyze a new world, one may ask whether the same was not also true for economics. The entrepreneurial economy in the United States was as unique as its political system, according to Democracy in America.

The search for originality also left its mark on Tocqueville’s vocabulary. He constantly struggled with the issue of whether to use old words for new phenomena or invent new ones. His attempt to capture subtle shifts in meaning is closely linked to his effort to think things through in novel ways. This is also reflected in his way of writing, which encourages the reader to think rather than to just follow the argument of the author.

Chapters 1 and 2 present and discuss Tocqueville’s analysis of economic phenomena in Democracy in America. This is where one can find what amounts to the first portrait, in conjunction with the first sophisticated analysis, of the U.S. entrepreneurial economy. It is also here that Tocqueville comes the closest to arguing that a new science of economics is needed for a new world. In chapters 3 and 4 Tocqueville’s relationship to the economic theory and the economists of his time is discussed. While Tocqueville was a friend of John Stuart Mill and Nassau Senior, he developed his own, very distinct way of analyzing economic phenomena. Tocqueville’s general approach to economic analysis is presented and compared to that of analytical economics in nineteenth-century England.

In chapter 5 Tocqueville’s trips to Manchester and Birmingham in the 1830s as well as his analysis of poverty in Europe are discussed. Chapters 6 through 8 are devoted to Tocqueville’s years in politics (1839–51). As a politician, Tocqueville had practical rather than theoretical concerns, and this was also reflected in his analyses of economic phenomena. Special attention is paid to Tocqueville’s analysis of the social and economic conditions in the French colonies, especially Algeria.

As discussed in chapter 9, Tocqueville eventually made the decision to withdraw from politics and return to being an author and thinker. The main result of this decision, as presented in chapter 10, was The Old Regime and the Revolution, which among other things contains an outstanding analysis of the economy of pre-revolutionary France. Just as Democracy in America is centered on economy and society in the New World, The Old Regime is centered on economy and society in the Old World. In the epilogue I try to sum up what to my mind is most precious about Tocqueville’s analysis of the economy—his very special way of thinking.





Chapter One [image: ] The Economy of the New World


When twenty-five-year-old Alexis de Tocqueville set out on his voyage across the Atlantic in April 1831 he had only a vague notion of what he would find in the United States, based on a few books that gave a romanticized and often superficial view of the country. What he experienced during his nine-month-long visit took him by surprise and excited him: he found a very different type of society with an extremely dynamic economy and a people who loved to do business. Everybody wanted to make money and be successful, and the result was a booming entrepreneurial economy.

All of this surprised and shocked Tocqueville, who was suspicious of materialism and used to people who were weighed down by class and tradition. There were also quite a few economic phenomena that he did not know how to make sense of, especially the growth of industry and what looked like the emergence of a new and powerful economic elite. All of this set his mind working and inspired him to slowly translate what he had experienced during his trip into the remarkable picture of U.S. society and its economy found in the two volumes of Democracy in America (1835, 1840).

To get close to the way that Tocqueville tried to understand the U.S. economy one has to look at the way he went about his observations; how he tried to organize the information he collected; and how he came up with explanations. Tocqueville’s method—both when it came to the study of the economy and the rest of society—was, as he put it, to generate “ideas” by a close study of “facts.” The process of thinking things through, on the basis of information that he had collected, was hard and painful for Tocqueville. Without it, however, he believed little of interest could be accomplished.

Tocqueville had no desire to simply produce a book with impressions from his travels; thus it is in this sense misleading to present Democracy in America as belonging to the genre of travel literature. Neither did Tocqueville want to produce a history of the United States or a narrative in which one event follows another. There had to be transparency in the explanation—the social mechanisms that accounted for the phenomenon in question had to be explicitly and carefully presented—both when it came to the United States in general and its economic life. A work produced by thinking, based on description closely tied to explanation, was what Tocqueville aimed for.

What Tocqueville has to say about the U.S. economy is primarily found in Democracy in America. It should also be made clear that when Tocqueville wrote what would become his most famous work, he decided to focus on one major aspect of American society, namely what it could reveal about the nature of modern society or what he called “democracy.” To Tocqueville, society was moving from aristocracy (or a small elite controlling all resources, including economic ones) to democracy (or all resources being increasingly shared, including economic ones).

Tocqueville knew that he did not have enough material to produce “a complete picture” of the United States, and he was also well aware that the country had been shaped by other forces than the general push in the direction of “democracy” or social, political, and economic equality.1 In one of his notes from his trip Tocqueville states, for example, that the United States had been shaped by “four causes.” Besides the movement toward equality, there were also the English influence, puritanism, and “commerce.”2 In a different note, Tocqueville says apropos of the growing importance of industry and capital in the United States that he would have needed a “full volume” to do justice to this topic.3

Is it possible to get access to the complete picture of America that Tocqueville acquired as a result of his trip as well his later study of the United States, that is, to all of the material from which he constructed Democracy in America? The answer is yes, to some extent; and for this one must also look at Tocqueville’s letters and notebooks from America as well as early versions of the text for Democracy in America.4 All of this additional material is “invaluable” in its own right, as John Stuart Mill has argued, because it comes from “a thinker and observer of Tocqueville’s stature.”5 There is finally also the volume on the prison system in the United States that Tocqueville produced with his traveling companion Gustave de Beaumont, which the French government had commissioned from them. A number of notes for this last work exist as well.

It is sometimes argued that Tocqueville is not a consistent thinker; that he contradicts himself on a number of points; and that he fails to provide clear definitions of the concepts he uses. The element of inconsistency is naturally increased if one also makes use of Tocqueville’s notes, the early versions of the text for Democracy in America, and so on. From the perspective of this study, however, this is not necessarily a drawback. Tocqueville’s inconsistency makes it to some extent easier to follow the process of his thinking—it allows you to see how he develops different ideas in his attempts to approach a reality that was often contradictory and very hard for an observer from the outside to grasp.


[image: ]
Figure 1.1. Street scene in New York, 1831. Theodore Fay, Views in New-York and Its Environs from Accurate, Characteristic, & Picturesque Drawings (New York: Peabody, 1831), 10.


The U.S. Economy at the Time of Tocqueville's Visit (May 1831–February 1832)

Tocqueville visited the United States at an interesting time in its history, including its economic development. For about a decade the U.S. economy had entered the entrepreneurial process that in a century would catapult the country from being a self-sufficient, agricultural economy to the leading industrial economy in the world. This extraordinary economic feat was caused by a number of factors, including the movement to the West, free immigration, and the use of the country’s enormous natural resources.

The U.S. government as well as individual states had invested heavily in or otherwise supported “the transportation revolution” that took place during the Jacksonian period in the first half of the nineteenth century. This involved the construction of turnpikes, canals, and steamboats initially, and later railroads. In addition there were the first beginnings of the factory system in New England during this period, most famously the textile mills in Massachusetts. The number of banks was multiplying; and patent applications were much more numerous than they were in Europe. The country was undergoing a “market revolution,” in the language of a modern historian.6

Figures alone do not capture what was going on. Growth, as measured in GDP, held steady at an average of 4 percent during the first third of the 1800s, which is a very robust rate of economic development. Most of the industrial production, however, still took place in small shops and families, with factory production only responsible for a fraction of what was produced till the mid-nineteenth century.

If one looks at the country’s economic culture, as opposed to its aggregate growth rate, one gets a better sense of how dynamic the U.S. economy was at the time of Tocqueville’s visit. Buying and selling seemed to be happening everywhere, not only according to contemporary observers but also according to modern historians. There was “a frenzied race for riches,” and a “speculative spirit was everywhere,” to cite a standard work on the Jacksonian period.7

It was also around the time of Tocqueville’s visit that such expressions as “self-made man,” “businessman,” and “millionaire” made their historical appearance in American language.8 Another modern word, “comfort,” signaled the emergence of a new democratic consumer culture.9 Statistics had also begun to become very popular, both with the state authorities and the public; this was especially true for statistics on the economy.10

The steady growth of the economy and the dynamic pro-business culture was not universal in Jacksonian America, as Tocqueville would soon realize. While a market revolution was under way in large parts of the country, it was much less common in the South. There were also whole sectors of the population that were bypassed by this revolution, most notably African Americans (slaves and freemen) and Native Americans. The dynamic economy excluded non-white minorities, which roughly meant one out of five in a population of some thirteen million in 1830. White women were also affected in a very different way by the mainstream economy than were white men, who dominated what was happening in the market sphere.



Tocqueville's General View of the U.S. Economy

Let us now move from the way that the U.S. economy in the early 1800s is viewed by today’s historians and turn to Tocqueville’s general impression of the same phenomenon, as reconstructed with the help of Democracy in America, early drafts for this work, and related notes. This will give us a rough idea of what type of economic phenomena Tocqueville wanted to analyze in Democracy in America and how he went about this task. It will also allow us to establish how close Tocqueville came to understanding what was going on in the U.S. economy.

It quickly becomes apparent to the reader of Democracy in America that the picture of the U.S. economy in this work is similar, on a general level, to the one given in the work of modern historians. Tocqueville noted people’s move from agriculture into commerce and industry, the expansion of the transportation system, and the emergence of a small industrial sector. He was also well aware that there were pockets of non-dynamic economies in the United States, particularly the South with its slavery, and that the economic systems of the North and the South were each other’s opposites and, to some extent, even enemies.

Tocqueville naturally lacked the data sets and statistical techniques that are available to today’s economic historians, something that made it impossible for him, for example, to get an adequate picture of the growth rate of the economy and its precise transformation. He was also, of course, restricted to the works and reports on the U.S. economy that existed in the early 1800s. He used, it turns out, a fair number of these for his analysis (but mentions only one of them in his book).11

It is also clear that Tocqueville misjudged some economic phenomena as a result of the information that was available at the time, such as the alleged ease with which people from a poor background could make a fortune in the United States.12 He had, on the other hand, the advantage of being able to visit the economy he was trying to analyze in person, and he was not restricted to using sources that simply happened to have survived.

Tocqueville was in other words in a position to pick up on the details and facts that are hard to articulate (“tacit knowledge”). Since he was a foreigner he could also shamelessly ask questions about whatever aspect of the country he did not understand, something that is much harder for a native to do. All of this gave Tocqueville access to information about the U.S. economy that is beyond the reach of today’s historians and social scientists. This is especially true when it comes to such items as people’s attitudes toward the economy, their economic norms, and the general atmosphere of the economy—all topics Tocqueville was extremely interested in.

Drawing on Tocqueville’s original notes from his trip to the United States and the parts of the secondary literature that try to reconstruct how Democracy in America was written, it is possible to say something about Tocqueville’s general impressions of the U.S. economy.13 Prominent in Tocqueville’s mind, I suggest, were the entrepreneurial spirit in the United States, the new class structure that was emerging, and the centrality of economic matters to U.S. culture more generally.

One of Tocqueville’s most enduring impressions of the U.S. economy was, to repeat, that it was deeply entrepreneurial in nature. There was an unmistakable “spirit of enterprise” in the country, as he put it.14 Americans were very inventive and innovative in economic matters. “Almost all of them,” according to one of his notes, “are real industrial entrepreneurs.”15 The entrepreneurial attitude that was so strong in the economy also extended to other areas of society. Tocqueville was, for example, fascinated by U.S. religious leaders, who at one point in his notes he calls “entrepreneurs of religious industry.”16

Another of Tocqueville’s central impressions of the U.S. economy has to do with the major role that money plays in American culture. Tocqueville was well aware of the struggle that was going on at the time around the Second Bank of the United States, but what really interested him was something much closer to home for most Americans, namely their “love of money.”17 “The American,” he said, “is devoured by a longing to make his fortune.”18

While money is important to people everywhere, Tocqueville noted, it had become the key to practically everything for Americans. Social distinction, for example, derived primarily from money in the United States, not from ancestry or tradition. The universal respect for money also meant that Americans were willing to look with favor on pretty much any way to make money. Bankruptcy was, as a result, surrounded by considerably less stigma than it was in Europe.19 “Money is everything.”20

While the most respected way to become rich in Europe was through inheritance, people in the United States typically had to work for their money, and profit-making was seen as something positive: “Equality not only rehabilitates the idea of work, it exalts the idea of work for money.”21 Tocqueville also observed with surprise that everybody worked in the United States—even the rich. If you were rich in the United States and wanted to do nothing, he noted in Democracy in America, you had to go to Europe.22

There was also the dizzying speed with which everything was happening in American society, including the economy. People moved from one job to another, from one part of the country to another, and they continuously pushed west. Americans enjoyed speed and had a “love for fast pleasures.”23 They saw change as something positive—“ the idea of the new . . . is coupled with what is better.”24 They also liked to improvise.

There was an element of nearly obsessive change in the New World, according to Tocqueville:


In the United States, a man carefully builds a home to live in when he is old and sells it before the roof is laid. He plants a garden and rents it out just as he is about to savor its fruits. He clears a field and leaves it to others to reap the harvest. He enters a profession and then quits it. He settles in one place only to leave it a short while later to pursue his changing desires elsewhere. Should his private affairs leave him a moment’s respite, he will plunge straightaway into the whirlwind of politics. And when, at the end of a year filled with labors, he discovers that a brief period of leisure remains, he turns his restless curiosity to this or that corner of the vast territory of the United States.25



All of this change and movement in the United States created a new kind of class structure. The country had never had a feudal class of the type that, say, France had had before the Revolution. “There are no châteaux in this country,” Tocqueville observed, and no great families who had been landowners for generations.26 He also noted that “there are no peasants in the United States”—only a mass of farmers who owned their own land and were involved in various market-oriented activities.27

Although there was no class of aristocrats in the United States, Tocqueville was well aware that there were rich people who looked down on “the people” and who secretly opposed equality and democracy. Besides the rich, there were people who were neither rich nor poor; there were also those with very little property, as well as the poor. Tocqueville sometimes referred to these three categories as “classes,” and sometimes he denied the existence of class in the United States. But even if his terminology is inconsistent, it is not difficult to discern the main drift of Tocqueville’s thought; this was that the United States lacked rigid classes of the type that are typical in a feudal society (“classes properly so called”).28

Instead the United States had a social structure that was vague in its contours. The “classes,” for example, were of a new type—with more open boundaries, with more marriages that crossed class lines, and less held together by tradition. Riches came and went with such speed in the United States, according to Tocqueville, that no class of rich people, in the old-fashioned sense of the word, could be formed. In addition, rich people in the United States, as opposed to members of an aristocracy, lacked a deep bond among themselves.29

According to Tocqueville, economic life in the United States had a deep influence on the rest of society. The existence of religious entrepreneurs has already been mentioned. But there were other spillovers from the economy, including the fact that new words were constantly being invented, often in response to “the needs of industry.”30

Literature, the arts, and the sciences were also seen as ways of making money in the United States, rather than as activities that people engaged in for their own sake, as in Europe. Finally, the habits of trade had spread to politics and made political life less emotional, more regular, and more predictable. Americans, Tocqueville concluded, were truly “a commercial people.”31



The Democratic Economy in the United States

Tocqueville had no interest in producing some kind of general description of the United States, including its economy. His goal was instead to produce a completely different type of work, and it is to this attempt that we now shall turn.

Tocqueville’s refusal to simply produce a description made the task of writing Democracy in America extremely demanding. He was not just writing up a trip he had undertaken; he was trying to think his way through all of the material he had brought back from the United States and in the process come up with some clear and crisp explanations for what was going on. Tocqueville’s self-imposed task was also made more difficult by the fact that he was analyzing a foreign country that differed on many important points from the standard European country. In 1835, when Tocqueville had finished the first volume of Democracy in America, he wrote to one of his close friends that during his trip in the United States “I encountered a thousand things I had not expected.”32 To make sense of these “thousand things” represented a difficult task; just how difficult it was for Tocqueville with his high ambition can be exemplified by his failure to write the report on the prison system in America.

Tocqueville and Beaumont had used the idea of studying the prison system as a way of getting the French government to sponsor their trip to America, and this meant that they had an obligation to produce a report on its prisons. When Tocqueville returned to France in 1832 he knew that he had to do this, and he tried very hard to write the report. But he simply could not do it; he could not produce even a single page. The reason, he told Beaumont, was that he was unable to find some general and coherent principle, according to which the material could be organized and explained.33 In the end, Beaumont had to write the main text of the report himself, while Tocqueville put together most of the appendices and commented on what Beaumont had written.

The prison report was finished by the fall of 1832, and one year later Tocqueville started to work on Democracy in America. Again he felt that he that had to organize his material around some central idea and in this way make it more understandable. The notion that it was necessary to center a work on a major thesis or master idea would from then on characterize Tocqueville as an author. The term Tocqueville used was idée mère— literally an idea that can give birth to other ideas.

In the letter from 1835 that was just mentioned, Tocqueville said that he had encountered not only many unexpected things in America but also some phenomena “that were related to questions I had very often asked myself [long before].”34 This quote refers to the fact that by his mid-twenties, Tocqueville had already formulated some general ideas about society and its development, which now came in very handy. He could also draw on some of the ideas that had been circulating among liberal thinkers when he had been a student in Paris, especially the notion of a clash between two types of society—one that was feudal in nature, and another that was modern and had come into being with the French Revolution.

Maybe these earlier thoughts were the reason why it did not take long for Tocqueville to come up with a master thesis for how to broadly organize the material on the United States. The idea was the following: what was happening in the United States could be seen as part of a general historical process that involved a transition from one type of society or “social state” to another: from “aristocracy” to “democracy.”35 In the social state of aristocracy, to repeat, a tiny elite controlled all the resources, while the social state of democracy was characterized by a movement toward “equality” in all areas of society, not only in the political domain. People in democratic societies desired equality more than anything else, according to Tocqueville.

The term “democracy,” in other words, does not have the same meaning in Tocqueville’s work as it has today, when it means government by the people, typically through a representative system and free elections. When Tocqueville was a student in the 1820s, the word “democracy” (démocratie) was not very much used in France, and when it was used, it roughly meant social and economic equality.36 This is also the sense that Tocqueville made his own.

When Tocqueville wrote Democracy in America, the term “democracy” had begun to acquire its current political meaning (which after 1848 it would more or less exclusively have). For this reason, and because Tocqueville was not a particularly consistent thinker, the exact meaning of “democracy” shifts around quite a bit in his work. Tocqueville, who was well aware of this, struggled hard to come up with a clear definition. The central meaning of democracy, as used by Tocqueville, is nonetheless one and the same throughout his work. “In the majority of cases,” to cite Raymond Aron, “Tocqueville means by the term democracy [what he terms] a social state and not a form of government.”37

In some recent accounts of Tocqueville’s work this scheme of transition from “aristocracy” to “democracy” is more or less taken for granted, and it may therefore be useful to emphasize how ingenious it is—even if there also are distinct limits to its explanatory power. Western society, Tocqueville suggests, is in the process of undergoing a transition from a situation in which a small elite of families controls all of the resources in an agrarian-based economy to one with a very different type of society and economy in which the resources are increasingly being shared. A new society with a new economy is emerging, in which “equality” is the goal as well as the ideal.

The central argument in Democracy in America rests in other words on a very broad historical scheme, close to a philosophy of history and not so different from the schemes of such thinkers as Marx, Weber, and Durkheim. In all of these, Western society is basically seen as in the process of making the transition from a past of feudalism, stability, and very little differentiation to a future of capitalism, permanent change, and an emphasis on individualism. Contemporary society is awkwardly situated somewhere between the old and the new, but its economy already shows what the future has in store.

In the opening pages of Democracy in America Tocqueville gives a brief description of the development from “aristocracy” to “democracy,” in which the economic factors play a key role. During the last seven hundred years, he tells the reader, Europe has been characterized by a steady development toward social and economic equality (“democracy”) that by now has gathered enormous force: “A great democratic revolution is taking place among us.”38

At the beginning of this period, as exemplified by the case of France, “a small number of families owned the land and controlled the inhabitants.”39 But the power of the aristocracy has gradually grown weaker and become shared by an increasing number of people. This process has taken place in politics, where citizens with access to public power have replaced subjects who had to submit to force. The same is true for the area of culture, where the Enlightenment, Protestantism, and the printing press have contributed to the advancement of equality.

The third major arena in which the development toward equality has taken place is the economy. While originally “all power stemmed from a single source: ownership of land,” economic life has gradually been transformed in a more egalitarian direction in which economic resources are increasingly being shared.40 New forms of property have appeared, as have the new economic activities that we today call commerce and industry; all of this has made some commoners rich while the economic power of the nobility has been weakened: “From that moment on, every newly discovered process, every newly discovered need, every new desire that craved to be satisfied, marked further steps toward universal leveling.”41

The challenge of the future, according to Tocqueville, is to somehow rein in the democratic revolution, which is proceeding in an uncontrolled fashion, unleashing insatiable material desires as well as many destructive political and cultural attitudes. “The democratic revolution has altered the material basis of society,” Tocqueville concludes, “without bringing about the concomitant changes in laws, ideas, habits, and mores necessary to make it useful.”42 The economy of equality needs to be incorporated in a culture as well as a politics of equality.



The U.S. Economy as a Case of the Democratic Economy

In trying to evaluate the extent to which Tocqueville’s idea of society as developing from aristocracy to democracy could be of use to him in analyzing the United States, especially its economy, the following should be considered. First, the scheme would have to broadly explain major aspects of economic life in the United States. The U.S. economy would, more precisely, have to be presented as a convincing instance of what can be termed the democratic economy, defined as the kind of economy that is typical of democratic societies. Second, since a scheme such as Tocqueville’s by definition would have to cover many individual cases, it could only aspire to a loose explanatory fit—it would need to be complemented and adjusted on a number of points. Third, when some phenomenon did not fit Tocqueville’s scheme, he would have to ignore it, leave it unexplained, or somehow try to fit it into his scheme.

As to the first point, it is clear that a broad explanatory scheme of Tocqueville’s type would have difficulty going beyond general statements that by definition fit a number of societies—unless the case that Tocqueville was analyzing happened to be a particularly pure case. And this is precisely what Tocqueville’s case was—and why he was so interested in the United States. Tocqueville, in all brevity, wanted to better understand what the development of the United States could tell him about the future of France, since it had proceeded so much further in the direction of democracy than any country in Europe. The main reason why the United States was ahead of all other countries was that it had started out without a feudal past. The democratic tendencies in the United States had been able to develop in a more pure and forceful manner than anywhere else.

To Tocqueville, this also meant that the United States was easier to understand and explain than European countries. In a letter written in 1835 when he had finished the first volume of Democracy in America, Tocqueville says that after struggling with how to analyze the United States, he had come to realize that all the roads were, so to speak, leading to one and the same point: “Once you have found the central point, you can see the whole plan in one glance.”43

This, on the other hand, was not the case with England, he continued, where “the roads cross and you have to follow along each one of them to get a clear idea of the whole.” In other words, in England each “road” had its own history that must be traced separately; only when this had been done for all the roads would you have a picture of why England is the way it is. By “roads” in this context Tocqueville more or less meant the major factors that make up society—such as the constitution of the state, the social structure of the different classes, the organization of economic life, and so on.

In some cases it was easy enough for Tocqueville to locate examples with a good fit between his theory of the development toward equality and what was happening in the United States. Politics was one of these, as exemplified by the notion of one man–one vote (for white men). Elections, from this perspective, were truly exercises in equality. This also explained why the majority was seen as so important, and why it was necessary to count the vote of each and every person.

It was harder to find examples of pure equality in the area of the economy since it was obvious that all people did not own or earn equally much. Tocqueville did, however, eventually locate one factor that seemed to promise a close fit between the tendency toward equality and the new economic reality in the United States. It had to do with the legislation about inheritance. Tocqueville, in brief, argued that according to U.S. law, all inheritance had to be divided equally, which meant that all fortunes had to be split up when the owner died. After a few generations, little would be left of the original fortune; equality would be a fact.

Tocqueville’s interpretation of American inheritance law as a mechanism that inexorably grinds down fortunes over the generations till nothing remains but equality is logical and convincing.44 So is his complementary argument that when children have the right to share equally in the inheritance, they will soon lose interest in trying to reassemble the family property. This is closely related to the fact, according to Tocqueville, that people in a democracy do not see the family and its property as central, but rather the individual and his or her property.

As things turned out, however, Tocqueville had misunderstood U.S. inheritance legislation; to split a property into equal parts was only the rule when a will had not been written. France, as critics have pointed out, had in this case a much more “democratic” or egalitarian legislation than did the United States.45 Tocqueville’s most important attempt to find a mechanism that could link U.S. economic reality directly to his own theory of the development toward equality consequently failed.

In most cases there would naturally be more of a gap between Tocqueville’s broad type of explanation and the actual reality than in the case of equal inheritance, and this meant that Tocqueville as a rule had to complement his general scheme or otherwise add to it. This could, for example, be done by adding explanations of a more narrow scope, which could then be fit within the general framework of the development from aristocracy to democracy. As will soon be shown, Tocqueville was skillful in suggesting such social mechanisms of amiddle-range nature in the analysis of the economy.

There were finally also some economic facts that did not fit Tocqueville’s scheme of aristocracy-to-democracy at all. He would have to either bend his scheme to make room for them or in some way or another ignore them, say by including them in Democracy in America but without an explanation. Tocqueville would make use of both of these strategies—but he would not bend the facts to make them fit into his scheme, nor would he exclude any of his facts.

Let us now turn to a closer look at the way Tocqueville tried to analyze the main features of the economy in the United States, primarily with the help of his scheme of society moving from aristocracy to democracy but also with more low-level and complementary explanations. Here we will find that while Tocqueville’s general view of how the U.S. economy looked in the early 1800s is similar to that of today’s economic historians, his analysis of specific phenomena is often different and uniquely his own. This is especially true for what according to Tocqueville constituted the key features of democratic society: mass consumption of democratic goods, the growing importance of commerce and commercial mores, the increasing use of associations or organizations for economic purposes, and the role of the state in furthering communication, including transportation. Of interest is also what Tocqueville had to say on prices as well as on wealth versus prosperity in the democratic economy.


Key Feature #1: Mass Consumption of Democratic Goods

While The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899) by Veblen is regarded as the pioneering study of modern consumption, it is clear that one can also find an analysis of this very phenomenon more than half a century earlier in Democracy in America .What characterizes democratic consumption of the American type, according to Tocqueville, is that it grows out of “a passion for material well-being” and that it focuses on “life’s little comforts.”46 The key word here is “comfort,” which at the time of Tocqueville’s visit had become increasingly popular in Anglo-American culture and acquired its current meaning of physical satisfaction on a modest scale.47

Tocqueville, who came from an aristocratic background, was quick to spot the new trend toward middle-class comfort and to theorize it in terms of his scheme of aristocracy-to-democracy. What luxury was to aristocracy, comfort was to democracy. When Tocqueville observed that many of the people he met in the United States had watches, and that they were of poor quality, he suggested that just as craftsmen produced high-quality work in an aristocracy, they would turn out products of low quality in a democracy:


When only rich men had watches, nearly all watches were of excellent quality. Now, few are better than mediocre, but everybody has them. Thus democracy not only tends to turn the human mind towards the useful arts but also encourages craftsmen to produce inferior goods in large numbers very rapidly and pursue consumers to settle for such wares.48



Not only was the quality not as high, but an effort was made to make the merchandise appear to be of superior quality. In democratic society there is an attempt not only “to make useful things that everyone can afford but also to endow those things with outstanding qualities they do not really possess.”49

Tocqueville also noted that attitudes toward democratic consumption varied according to class. People from the middle classes, for example, were the most devoted to consumption: “the passion for material wellbeing is essentially a middle-class passion.”50 While the poor in an aristocracy never dreamed about the goods that were available to the nobility, in a democracy they looked “with hope and longing” at what the rich consumed. The rich had their own democratic attitude toward consumption. While the aristocrats of the past had taken their riches for granted, the rich in a democracy had fought hard for their wealth and were, as a result, “intoxicated” by the prospect of what they could consume.51

Tocqueville, to repeat, had no difficulty fitting the emergence of American mass consumption into his aristocracy-to-democracy scheme. As shown by the example of the watches, Tocqueville skillfully used the contrast between the aristocratic elite and the democratic mass to explain the difference in quality. His idea that economic resources become available to many people as society develops in a democratic direction, and that there will be a surge of demand for products that earlier only the rich could afford, also fits historical reality in a general way.
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Figure 1.2. The watch—an early mass-consumption item. The watch was one of the earliest items of mass consumption that Tocqueville encountered during his visit to the United States. The first watch factory in the United States was established in 1809, but it was not until the 1850s that the industry really got going. In the meantime cheap watches were imported from England, especially from Liverpool. The picture depicts a watch made in 1819 by Edward Massey in Liverpool. It has blue steel hands and a plain silver case.

The watches that Tocqueville noticed in the United States were, in brief, an early example of what is known in the literature on innovations as a disruptive technology. While so-called sustaining technologies improve the quality of some items and are therefore quickly assimilated by industry, disruptive technologies are often disregarded because they produce merchandise of inferior quality and are therefore not liked by the existing customers. Well-known modern examples include the technologies used in the type of motorcycles produced by Honda, Kawasaki, and Yamaha versus a high-quality bike such as a Harley-Davidson. George Daniels, English & American Watches (London: Abelard-Schuman, 1967), 99; Clayton Christensen, The Innovator’s Dilemma (Boston: Harvard Business Press, 1997).



But Tocqueville also presents a few explanations of consumption that are of a more precise character and middle-range in scope. One has to do with what can be called democratic economic empathy or the capacity to look at the economy from the viewpoint of another social group. This can be illustrated by the fact that the poor who live in a democracy, as opposed to the poor in an aristocracy, are able to view the economy from the perspective of the rich: they know what type of goods are desirable, for example.

Related to this type of mechanism is envy or the tendency to desire and resent what others have. To Tocqueville envy was inherent in democracy. “Envy,” he wrote, “is a feeling that only develops strongly among equals; and that is why it is so ardent in democratic times.”52 In addition, “the desire for equality becomes ever more insatiable as the degree of inequality increases”—with a corresponding rise in desire to own the same things as others have.53

What may well be the most interesting mechanism that Tocqueville suggests as part of his analysis of democratic consumption is one that deals with the situation in which a person’s needs exceed his or her resources. People in a democracy, Tocqueville argues, typically find themselves in this dilemma; they want more than they can afford. One consequence of this, he explains, is that industry will try to find new and cheaper ways to produce things; another is for industry to lower the quality. A third possibility, which was not available at the time of Tocqueville’s visit, was consumer credit.

To want more than you can afford also affected American architecture, according to Tocqueville, who tells an anecdote in Democracy in America to illustrate the point. When he first approached New York by boat in May 1831, he saw some palaces of white marble in the distance. When he got closer, he realized to his surprise that the pillars were not made of marble but of wood that had been painted white. Two hundred years after Tocqueville made this observation, pillars—once the symbol of palaces and privileges—are still a popular feature of American houses.



Key Feature #2: Commerce and Commercial Mores

Another important feature of the democratic economy discussed in Democracy in America is commerce or trade. In his brief historical account of the transition from aristocracy to democracy in Europe, Tocqueville singled out the rise of the merchants as one of the major forces that helped break up aristocrats’ monopoly on economic resources. Tocqueville, in short, was well aware of the importance of commerce for the development of modern society. Nonetheless, he was also confused by what he encountered in the United States, and he found it especially hard to distinguish between industry and commerce. At one point, for example, he wrote in a note that he had difficulty even explaining to himself what he meant by “commerce” as opposed to “industry,” and that he should try to be more specific in what he meant by these terms.54

What caused Tocqueville’s confusion was the emergence in the United States of industrial capitalism, which differed from mercantile capitalism and pre-industrial forms of production such as domestic manufacturing, small shops with craftsmen, and the like. “Commerce” was at this stage also becoming more closely tied to “industry.” Since this development was only at an early stage, it was hard for Tocqueville—just as it was for his contemporaries—to read the situation correctly and understand its importance.55 According to Noah Webster’s American Dictionary of the English Language (1828), for example, “industry” had not yet acquired its current meaning of factories and machine production; it still had its original meaning of that which is “opposed to sloth and idleness.”56

Tocqueville tried to solve the problem of understanding what was going on in economic life outside of agriculture by dividing what he saw into two parts. On the one hand there was “commerce,” which he decided was an integral part of the general process of the transition from aristocracy to democracy. On the other hand there was “industry” (and to some extent also “manufacture”), which he felt was part of something new and difficult to get a grip on. Perhaps it even was an exception, he wondered, to the general trend toward democracy.

In my account of Tocqueville’s analysis of the U.S. economy, I will follow his decision to separate “commerce” from “industry” in the democratic economy and postpone the discussion of “industry” for the moment. In looking at Tocqueville’s view of commerce, it should also be mentioned that he may have had an additional and more personal motivation for paying close attention to this phenomenon. This was political in nature and had to do with his deep aversion to revolutions. Commerce, as he saw things, made people avoid violence and focus their energies on their own affairs:


I know of nothing more opposed to revolutionary mores than commercial mores. Commerce is naturally the enemy of all violent passions. It likes moderation, delights in compromise, and is careful to avoid anger. It is patient, supple, and insinuating, and resorts to extreme measures only when obliged to do so by the most absolute necessity. Commerce makes men independent of one another. It gives them an exalted idea of their individual worth. It leads them to want to manage their own affairs and teaches them to do so successfully. It therefore disposes them to liberty but steers them away from revolution.57



Another political reason that caused Tocqueville to be interested in commerce had to do with the fact that the power of England, the traditional enemy of France, was based on its superiority at sea and its commerce. Tocqueville was also convinced that the United States would eventually emerge as the world’s strongest maritime power—another threat to France.

Tocqueville was especially intrigued by the superiority of the English and the United States in maritime commerce or trade.58 He attributed the lack of success of the French in this area, as opposed to the success of the English, to their love for the land, as opposed to the love for the sea, which was common among the English. But what accounted for the skill of the Americans?

For Tocqueville’s attempt to answer this question one has to go to his analysis of transatlantic commerce or trade in Democracy in America, where he explains how it was possible for Americans to sail so much faster across the Atlantic than the Europeans and therefore charge lower prices. The way Tocqueville analyzed this particular case is a good example of how he proceeded when he tried to think his way through an economic problem.

Tocqueville began by asking if there were any “material advantages” that could explain American superiority in this arena.59 To answer this, he looked into the price of building ships and how long they lasted and established, as part of this line of inquiry, that American ships cost nearly as much to build as the European ones but did not last as long. European sailors were also paid less than the sailors on American ships. Thus, Americans did not incur less costs for their ships and sailors.

The answer was elsewhere; Tocqueville’s suggestion was that “it has to do with purely intellectual and moral qualities.”60 Americans, he explained, had developed certain qualities of mind that served them well in enterprises of this type:


The European navigator is cautious about venturing onto the high seas. He sets sail only when the weather is inviting. If an unforeseen event occurs, he returns to port. At night he partly furls his sails, and when the ocean turns white with the approach of land, he slows his course and checks the sun.

The American neglects these precautions and braves these dangers. He sets sail while the storm still rages; by night as well as day he spreads his full canvas to the wind; he repairs his storm-damaged ship while still under way; and when at last he comes to the end of his voyage, he continuous to make for the coast at full speed as if he already had his port in sight.

The American often ends in shipwreck, yet no one else plies the seas as rapidly as he does. By doing what others do in less time, he cuts his costs.61



According to Tocqueville, one could also find the “intellectual and moral qualities” of the people who were sailing the American ships across the Atlantic more generally in the United States: “There is something heroic about the way Americans do business.”62 Just as some people show physical courage in war, others show economic courage in business; and this is precisely how Americans behaved. They faced difficult economic choices without blinking; they acted decisively in business deals; and they did not give up when they went bankrupt. Just as Napoleon’s victories on the battlefield were due to courage and unconventional thinking, so were the American victories in commerce.

Tocqueville, however, did not use only his ideas about democratic economic courage in his attempt to explain American superiority in maritime commerce. He suggested that two more factors were involved, the first having to do with the way that the division of labor was organized in the United States, and the other with people’s attitude toward risk-taking. Both of these extended in Tocqueville’s view well beyond commerce and were part of a more general attitude toward life in the democratic New World.

First, Americans tended to have many different kinds of jobs during their lifetime, and this made it easier for them to break out of the narrow type of thinking that went with having only one kind of job. Tocqueville shared Adam Smith’s conviction that an advanced division of labor had a negative impact on the mental capacities of workers. But he added that Americans, by often changing from one type of job to another, had found a way to effectively counter this and thus become innovative and free-thinking.

The second factor that underpinned the economic courage of Americans had to do with their attitude toward risk-taking. There was a distinct “audacity,” “boldness,” and even “recklessness” in the American way of doing business that was also reflected in the high number of bankruptcies.63 Americans, Tocqueville noted, often forgave those who went bankrupt, and the reason for this was related to their view of economic life as “a vast lottery”: you must take a chance; if you don’t, you can’t win.

But the risk-taking that Americans engaged in, Tocqueville also noted, was “not just the result of calculation”; it had another aspect as well.64 The reason that Americans behaved with “the assurance of a gambler who only risks his winnings” had much more to do with the fact that they enjoyed the experience of gambling than with sober calculation.65 They had a “love for chance-taking”; they liked the feeling of taking risks.66
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Figure 1.3. The New York harbor, 1831. Theodore Fay, Views in New-York and Its Environs from Accurate, Characteristic, & Picturesque Drawings (New York: Peabody, 1831), 32.



Key Feature #3: Economic Organizations or Associations

Just as commerce was a central feature of the democratic economy that Tocqueville outlined in Democracy in America, so were the economic organizations or “the commercial and industrial associations,” as he referred to them. Tocqueville quickly observed that organizations played a huge role in many sectors of life in the United States; his analysis of voluntary and political organizations is often referred to as pioneering in contemporary social science.67 That Tocqueville also has quite a bit to say about economic organizations is less known, as well as the fact that he frequently discussed corporations with his American informants and tried to read a number of printed items on this subject.68

Tocqueville’s view of economic organizations is important for a number of reasons. It adds to the picture of Tocqueville’s perception of the U.S. economy at the time of his visit. Since the United States was in an early stage of its transition to an economy dominated by corporations, to understand what was going on represented a difficult challenge to Tocqueville as an observer and analyst. What Tocqueville has to say about economic organizations provides an interesting opportunity to see in detail how he handled a situation that in several respects was difficult to interpret with the help of his aristocracy-to-democracy scheme.

When discussion turns to the economic organizations that existed in the United States in the early 1800s, it is usually the old-fashioned type of corporation with a special charter that attracts the most attention. It is also often noted that it was not till several decades later in the nineteenth century that local states relinquished their right to issue charters, by an act of the legislature, and allowed incorporation through registration.69 Once this had happened, the road was open for the modern corporation to appear.

Tocqueville was well aware of the existence of the older type of specially chartered corporations, and his notebooks show that he carefully studied this topic in Kent’s Commentaries on American Law (1826–30). From this source, Tocqueville learned among other things that the number of chartered corporations was rapidly increasing; that they were used for several new purposes; and that they were becoming more flexible.70 This also adds in a rough way to the picture that economic historians currently have of the rise of the modern corporation in the United States.71

In contrast to Kent, however, Tocqueville did not view the rapidly increasing number of chartered corporations as a threat. It is also clear that Tocqueville’s interest in economic organizations went far beyond this special type of corporation, even if he realized that they were capable of producing true economic “wonders,” as exemplified by the expansion of the American railroads in the 1830s.72

“What strikes me most in the United States,” he wrote in Democracy in America, “is not the extraordinary size of some industrial enterprises but the countless number of small firms.”73 “Everyone takes part [in] commercial and industrial associations.”74 This means that what was decisive to Tocqueville was not so much the existence of a few chartered corporations (even if these could grow large and powerful) but the organizational and commercial culture of the United States—that so many economic organizations in the country existed.

What was paramount to Tocqueville was consequently not so much the legal dimension, as it was for Kent, but the fact that individuals in the United States often decided to join forces in common economic enterprises. Forming organizations had become a well-established habit for Americans by the 1830s, according to Tocqueville, whose definition of “association” contains no reference to its legal status but simply describes its general function. “The association,” we read in Democracy in America, “links the efforts of divergent minds and vigorously propels them toward a single goal, which it unambiguously designates.”75

Through his study of all types of organizations, not only economic ones, Tocqueville also came close to formulating a theory of how organizations diffuse. By participating in economic organizations, for example, Americans picked up skills that would later help them form other types of organizations:


Suppose that by chance some men have a common interest in a certain business matter. It might involve the management of a commercial venture or the negotiation of an industrial contract. The men meet and come to an agreement. In this way they gradually become familiar with association.76



But is also worked the other way around, and Democracy in America contains a famous statement about political organizations working as “vast free schools” for teaching Americans the value of working together in an organization.77 One of Tocqueville’s examples is precisely how the experience of being part of a political organization could also be of help in forming an economic organization:


Most civil associations require members to risk a portion of their property. Industrial and commercial companies are all like this. Until men become well-versed in the art of association and learn its principal rules, they may be afraid, on joining an association of this kind for the first time, that the experience will cost them dearly. . . . They are less hesitant, however, to take part in political associations, which do not strike them as dangerous because their money is not at risk.78



Tocqueville, as the reader of Democracy in America soon notices, does not speak of “organizations” but of “associations” (organisations and associations in French). This was common at the time in France (as in England); the term “organization,” in its meaning of a social entity that exists apart from the individuals that participate in it, did not come into use until about a century later.79 There is also a stronger emphasis in the word “association” on many individuals cooperating and carrying out an enterprise in common than there is in the term “organization” today. The idea of people who are equal, joining forces in an association, fit well into Tocqueville’s idea of democracy.

Tocqueville’s scheme of society evolving from aristocracy to democracy also helped him explore the wider ramifications of organizations, including economic ones. As democracy evolves, he argued, individuals become increasingly independent of their local communities and thereby also easier for the state to dominate; forming organizations was an important way of countering the growing power of the state. This was true for local political organizations as well as for other types of organizations.

But it was also crucial to create economic organizations in a democratic society for another reason. As society evolved in the direction of democracy, the production of “life’s most common necessities,” such as food and clothing, would increasingly not be carried out by individuals; this would create an opportunity as well as a temptation for the state to seize control over the economy.80 To counter this, private economic organizations should be created.

What Tocqueville was referring to in this part of his argument was the transition from a household economy to a market economy that was taking place during the nineteenth century. From Tocqueville’s notes for Democracy in America it is also clear that he feared that the changes in property rights that accompanied the new forms of corporate economic organization (“industrial property”) would make it easier for the state to take over the production of the necessities, and thereby also get control over the individual.81

Finally, it also deserves to be pointed out that Tocqueville’s analysis of organizations goes counter to the idea that U.S. culture in the early 1800s was primarily individualistic in nature. It was by joining together in organizations, he argued, that Americans had succeeded in creating a strong political society and a prosperous nation. Or, to put it differently, one of the features that distinguished the democratic United States from the aristocratic nations of Europe was that its mores encouraged people to join together to create wealth and well-being.



Key Feature #4: The Role of the State in Furthering Communication and Thereby Prosperity

When Tocqueville first arrived in the United States, he noted with surprise that there was practically no state in the country; there only was freedom. After some time, however, he began to change his mind and decided that there was in fact an American state, that it was organized in a very special way, and that it played an important role in the country’s economy. One of his notes that reflects his new viewpoint reads as follows: “It is generally believed in Europe that the great maxim of government in America is that of laissez-faire, of standing by as a simple spectator of the progress of society, of which individual interest is the prime mover: that is a mistake.”82

Tocqueville observed that the American state was particularly active in helping construct the infrastructure of the country, including canals, roads, and the postal system. This was something he strongly approved of since he regarded investments in communication as indispensable for a prosperous economy. To cite from one of Tocqueville’s notes, titled “Means of Increasing Public Prosperity,”


I only know of one means of increasing the prosperity of a people, whose application is infallible and on which I think one can count in all countries and in all places.

That means is none other than increasing the facility of communication between men.

On this point what can be seen in America is both strange and instructive.

The roads, the canals and the post play a prodigious part in the prosperity of the Union. It is good to examine their effects, the value attached to them and the way they are obtained.83



While Tocqueville did not show much interest in the technology that was used in the factories in the United States, his notes testify to more of an interest in the type of technology that was used in transportation.84 This was particularly true for steamboats, which held a special fascination for Tocqueville. In discussing the positive impact that “the discovery of steam” has had on the prosperity of the United States, Tocqueville also comments favorably on the role of the railroads, even if these seem to have interested him less.85

Tocqueville was also very impressed by the fact that the infrastructure in the United States was being constructed by a combination of private actors and the local states. Sometimes a state supported or initiated a project and sometimes it did not—and Tocqueville applauded this flexibility and lack of dogmatism:


The main roads which lead to distant places are usually planned and carried out by the States and not by companies.

But it is important to observe that there is no rule about the matter. The activity of companies, of parishes and of private people is in a thousand ways in competition with that of the State. All undertakings of moderate extent or limited interest are the work of parishes or companies. Turnpikes or toll-roads often run parallel to those of the state. In some parts of the country, railways built by companies fulfill the functions of the canals as main thoroughfares. The local roads are maintained by the districts through which they pass. So then no exclusive system is followed; in nothing does America exemplify a system of that uniformity that delights the superficial and metaphysical minds of our time.86



Tocqueville was also careful to make the point that the state could be organized in different ways, and the one that was chosen would have important consequences for its economic role. He noted that local communities knew their own affairs best, including economic ones, and that they therefore should be in charge of them. A study of local budgets also convinced him that while a centralized procedure was often more orderly and efficient than a decentralized one, it tended to create passivity among the citizens and to be economically counterproductive in the long run.87

As a way of thinking through the question “Are governments in democracy economical?” Tocqueville looked at different scenarios.88What would, for example, the expenses of the state be like if different classes were in power? The poor, the middle classes, and the rich, he suggested, all had different interests and ways of looking at reality. The poor, he suggested, would probably overspend, since they believed that only people with property should pay taxes. That this would hurt the poor themselves in the long run would not mean much to them, Tocqueville thought, since emotions dictated their actions, and since their interests were short-term.

Another way in which Tocqueville tried to explore the role of the state was to reverse the perspective. Instead of looking at the way in which the state acted toward the population, he explored how the population acted toward the state and in this way might trigger some economic policy. This way of thinking things through made it possible for Tocqueville to formulate two strategies, both of which he considered disastrous for the modern state to follow and would lead to “serfdom.”89

One of these was that the citizens were so passive and uninterested in politics that the state could easily step in and seize power. This would mean a mild form of dictatorship. But the state could also gradually increase its power if the citizens began to see the state as that which would guarantee their well-being. This would lead to a welfare state or socialism. In both cases freedom would be lost.

Tocqueville himself preferred the U.S. system with a federal state to these two scenarios. He was fascinated by the American version of federalism, which he regarded as an original and successful attempt to separate the tasks that the state should rightfully handle (“governmental centralization”) from those it should leave to the local actors (“administrative centralization”).

In a similar way he argued that it was essential to separate what may be called economic governmental centralization from economic administrative centralization. Having a state that was active in economic affairs, in brief, did not mean that everything in the economy should be decided by the political center; there were plenty of economic tasks for which local political organs were more suitable.

Tocqueville also insisted that taxation had to be organized in a special way for federalism to work. It was absolutely essential that individuals were taxed directly by the federal state, and that the local states were not allowed to collect the taxes and then hand them over to the federal state.90 The reason for this, Tocqueville argued, was that individuals were weak and could not challenge the federal state. Local states, in contrast, had quite a bit of power and the capacity to oppose the federal state—with a possible destabilization of the union as a result.




Prices and Contracts in the Democratic Economy

So far, four of the main features of the democratic economy in the United States have been discussed: mass consumption, the increasing importance of commerce, the growing number of economic organizations, and the economic role of the state, especially in matters of communication and transportation. While this would seem to add up to a fairly complete picture of the new type of economy that Tocqueville saw emerging in the United States, and in democratic society more generally, it does not exhaust the analysis in Democracy in America. Tocqueville also had something to say about the theme of wealth versus prosperity, the role of prices and the contract.

Toward the end of Democracy in America there are two chapters that are often singled out as being the only “economic” parts of Tocqueville’s work. The first is called “How Democratic Institutions and Mores Tend to Raise Prices and Shorten the Terms of Leases” (part 3, chapter 6) and the second, “Influence of Democracy on Wages” (part 3, chapter 7). The focus of both chapters is usually seen as being on the formation of prices, a topic that is central in modern economics.91

Tocqueville himself may well have seen the content of these two chapters as being close to what constituted “political economy” at the time. But it is doubtful that he saw price formation as the main issue in them. What is more likely is that he regarded the role of the contract in democratic society as their unifying theme. What supports this interpretation is that both of these chapters start out with a reference to the chapter that immediately precedes them, in which Tocqueville presents his theory of the contract (“How Democracy Modifies Relations between Servant and Master,” part 3, chapter 5). While posterity has singled out chapters 6 and 7 in part 3 as belonging together and has proclaimed their common denominator to be price formation, Tocqueville himself is more likely to have seen the contract as the link that held together these two chapters plus chapter 5.

In Tocqueville’s view, contracts exist primarily in a democratic society. The reason for this is that you need equal and more atomistic conditions than those that exist in an aristocracy before you can have the type of interactions that are regulated in a contract. The two contracting parties, Tocqueville continues, “come together briefly to discuss the terms of their contract and then lose sight of each other. They are two strangers, brought together by self-interest, who engage in a rigorous discussion about a business deal in which the sole object is money.”92

In chapter 6 (both chapters 6 and 7 include a discussion of prices), the focus is on the leasing of land and the length of the contract. Tocqueville points out that land has lately gone up in price, but he denies that this is due exclusively to improvements in agriculture or industry. There is also the fact, he emphasizes, that landowners have exchanged social influence for money. In a sentence that could have been written by Pierre Bourdieu, Tocqueville says, “In aristocracies, rents are paid not only in money but also in respect, affection, and services. In democratic countries, they are paid only in cash.”93

Tocqueville also emphasizes that contracts tend to be made for short periods in a democracy, while it was the opposite during the Middle Ages. There is pressure in a democratic society to have short-term contracts because everything in this type of society is perceived by the actors as unstable and temporary. People are, for example, afraid that they may lose money if they commit themselves to anything for longer than a brief period.

In chapter 7 in part 3, Tocqueville famously argues that there is a strong tendency or a “general law” toward higher wages in a democracy.94 The reason for this, however, does not have to do with the division of labor and is not theorized in terms of the labor theory of value, which was current at the time. Tocqueville instead focuses on the influence of the general social and economic conditions that exist in a democratic society.

As a democratic society develops, he suggests, small enterprises begin to emerge and hire workers who typically own small bits of lands. Since the owners have difficulty uniting with one another, and since the workers can live off their small bits of land in times of need, there is nothing to stop the workers from collectively pushing wages up. This is what explains “the general law” that “wages will slowly and gradually increase” in democratic society.95

To Tocqueville, the typical enterprise in a democracy is therefore relatively small, in the sense that it does not employ a large number of workers. Nor does it take a huge investment to start this type of enterprise. He admits that you can find a few cases in a democratic society in which the enterprises are huge and the number of workers large, and where the owners have made giant investments. When this is the case, he adds, the salaries of the workers tend to fluctuate (rather than rise); the workers also have no resources to fall back on when they get laid off. But this is unusual; huge enterprises with many workers represent a development that is “exceptional and at odds with everything around us.”96



Wealth Versus Prosperity in the Democratic Economy

Tocqueville also soon came to realize that there were forces that generated tensions and problems for the population in the midst of all the wealth and the consumer goods. Americans, in particular, suffered from a “secret restlessness”; there were other mental pressures on them as well.97 Indeed, the United States had a higher rate of insanity than did other countries.

Tocqueville was convinced that the many mental strains and sorrows that the U.S. population suffered from were somehow related to the economy. The question was how. One way of getting a sense of how Tocqueville tried to think this issue through is to look at the way in which he uses “wealth” and contrasts it to “prosperity” in Democracy in America.98 Though these two concepts may seem synonymous to the modern reader, Tocqueville viewed things differently.

Wealth, according to Tocqueville, has primarily to do with money and nothing else, and since money is something that an individual can never get enough of, it leads to dissatisfaction and discontent in the long run. Prosperity, however, has to do with the household, not the individual, and it is mainly characterized by an attempt to strike a balance between the material and ideal aspects of human existence. Examples of households are the family and the nation, with the former having “order and prosperity” as its goals, and the latter “grandeur and prosperity.”99 Tocqueville was not sure what exactly caused prosperity in a democratic society, but he speculated that it might well be something that was inherent to its constitution—“a hidden tendency towards what is good.”100

By using the words “prosperity” and “wealth” in this way, Tocqueville appropriated for his own use the traditional opposition in economic theory between the management of a household (oikos) and moneymaking activity (chrematistic), and added it to his theory of democracy. While the opposite of “prosperity,” according to Democracy in America, was “misery,” the opposite of “wealth” was “bankruptcy.”101 Just as Aristotle, Xenophon, and the other Greek philosophers who wrote about the economy in antiquity all preferred the wealth associated with the household to the profit made through moneymaking in the market, so did Tocqueville.

The use of “prosperity” and “wealth” in Democracy in America also points to the need for exploring Tocqueville’s philosophical anthropology and the way in which his analysis of human nature is related to his economic analysis. Tocqueville, we learn from Democracy and America, viewed human existence as having a material as well as an ideal dimension. Human beings have bodies but they also have souls; for them to be happy, there has to be a proper balance between the body and the soul. “The heart of man is vaster than people imagine,” Tocqueville noted. “It can entertain both a taste for the goods of this earth and a love of the goods of heaven at the same time.”102

In the democratic type of society, according to Tocqueville, there is a strong tendency for the material part of existence to get the upper hand and for matters of the soul to be neglected: “Materialism in any nation is a dangerous malady of the human spirit, but it is particularly to be feared in a democratic society.”103 When materialism is strong, the human being becomes “bored, anxious, and agitated among the pleasures of the senses.”104 She may end up “degrading herself,” and society suffers as a result.105

Another disturbing phenomenon was related to the emergence of materialism in a democratic society—what Tocqueville called “individualism.” Today the word “individualism” means a belief in the importance of the individual, but in Tocqueville’s time it was a newly coined term that Tocqueville invested with his own meaning. According to one source, Tocqueville borrowed some of its meaning from the counterrevolutionaries, who used it to mean the destructive isolation of individuals in bourgeois society.106

What Tocqueville chose to call “individualism” was something, he said, that might turn into a form of egoism in the long run. In the short run, however, it differed from egoism on several accounts. Egoism was born out of “blind instinct”; it was centered on “a passionate and exaggerated love of the self” and it had always existed.107 Individualism, in contrast, had come into being with democratic society, and it pertained mainly to one’s judgment. It was “reflective and tranquil” in nature.108While egoism was essentially something you felt, according to Tocqueville, individualism had to do with what you thought.

In a democracy individuals were not bound very closely to other individuals, as in an aristocracy; and since they had enough money to manage on their own, they felt independent of other people and able to manage on their own. This meant that they had a tendency to become “individualistic” and to prefer what Tocqueville called “the small world” of friends and family to “the big world” of politics and the public sphere.109

In the small world people felt happy and could concentrate on what they liked best: being with friends and family, and tending to their material well-being. But by leaving the big world behind and focusing so exclusively on the small world, something happened to them. They became deficient in public virtue and passive in politics—and thereby the door was opened for ruthless individuals to seize power.

The way that the democratic economy was organized in the United States meant that individualism as well as materialism were strongly encouraged, according to Tocqueville. But the United States, as he knew, was not a society of non-believing materialists and passive citizens. Its level of political education was high, and Americans were an idealistic and religious people. In the United States, in brief, there existed counterforces to the tendencies inherent in the pure model of democracy and the democratic economy.

These counterforces were of two types, according to Democracy in America: the decentralized political system and the religious community. By joining together politically, as in the town meetings in New England, Americans kept their public virtues alive and individualism at a distance. Religion took the edge off individualism and materialism, but in contrast to politics it directly addressed the problems involved. This was done in several ways, but especially through a set of ideas that Tocqueville called “the doctrine of self-interest properly understood.”110 Americans, he explained, believed very strongly that they should follow their own interests in life and not some abstract morality of the type that was popular in aristocratic society. But they also believed that it was in their interest to follow a moral code; it was precisely this realization that made Tocqueville describe their interests as “properly understood.”

An example can be used to illustrate what type of morality Tocqueville felt was typical of Americans. When Benjamin Franklin said that “Honesty is the best policy,” he essentially meant that a person would only be successful in business if he or she became known as honest and upright. This type of morality, in short, had an instrumental character to it. Mark Twain’s reformulation of Franklin’s saying exemplifies this: “Honesty is the best policy—when there is money in it.”

There were several reasons why religion was so strong in the United States, according to Democracy in America. First and foremost, the country had a Puritan origin; materialism was also so omnipresent that it produced a counterreaction of religious fervor. One important consequence of religion’s strength in everyday life in the United States, Tocqueville argued, was that it taught people how to say no to temptations in daily life and to develop long-term goals. In this way people became more methodical, rational, and able to plan for the future. Discipline, inspired by religion, helped people counter their desire for ever more money and to keep their eyes on more worthy goals. In brief, it made Americans interested in true prosperity and their public duties.



The Democratic Economy in the United States

When Tocqueville first arrived in the United States he was overwhelmed and confused by what he saw. It was literally a new world that opened up to him: a geography he had never seen, a political system he had never thought existed—and a new entrepreneurial economy that defied everything he knew about economic matters. After a few weeks in the new country he wrote a friend back home: “I feel that my head just now is a chaos into which a whole lot of contradictory notions are jumbled. I am wearing myself out looking for some perfectly clear and conclusive points which I cannot locate.”111 Soon, however, he made the decision to try to make sense of what he had seen with the help of his scheme of society developing from aristocracy to democracy.

What appeared as most significant about the dynamic U.S. economy from this perspective was not the enormous richness of the North American continent. Tocqueville was well aware that the natural wealth of the U.S. territory and the country’s isolated geographical situation affected its economy in various ways.112 But because South America, which also had very rich resources, was still poor, he concluded that resources alone could not be the decisive factor. What mattered more than a country’s natural endowment, Tocqueville suggested, was its culture and social habits or what he called “mores.” Later in this work we will have occasion to come back to the priority that he assigned to mores in his explanation of social, including economic, phenomena.

Tocqueville also singled out four factors as characteristic of the democratic economy in the United States: the mass consumption of democratic goods, the pervasiveness of commerce and commercial culture, economic organizations or associations, and the active role of the state in furthering communication, including transportation. Together these somehow created a dynamic economy of a new type—a truly entrepreneurial economy.

But there was more to the democratic economy in the United States than this, Tocqueville realized. What looked like the result of one set of factors was actually the result of two sets of factors. Materialism, as he saw things, had been unleashed on an enormous scale in the United States— but it had also been countered by religion and other forces, especially the tendency of Americans to create political organizations at the local level. This had helped Americans avoid individualism, egoism, and other ills of materialism. They knew how to join together for purposes they chose themselves.

The scheme of society’s move from aristocracy to democracy did not, in other words, lock society and its economy into proceeding in only one direction. The United States did by no means represent the only possible route for humanity—the only way that a democratic society and a democratic economy could develop. Things could either go in the direction of individualism and wealth or go in the direction of freedom and prosperity. There could also be a mixture of the two, as the example of the United States seemed to illustrate as well. Tocqueville’s scheme, in this sense, allowed him to capture as well as to express a complex and contradictory reality.






Chapter Two [image: ] The Other Democratic Economy


The main emphasis in Tocqueville’s attempt to analyze the economy in the United States can, as I showed in the preceding chapter, be found in his analysis of what may be called the democratic economy. His basic strategy in trying to make sense of the United States, including its economy, was to analyze it with the help of his idea that society was evolving from aristocracy to democracy, with two possible outcomes for democratic society: wealth and individualism or prosperity and freedom. In both cases, it should also be noted, the structure of the economy was to Tocqueville’s mind closely interwoven with the rest of society.

By proceeding in this way, Tocqueville was in a position to capture the dynamic core of the U.S. economy. Democracy in America contains what deserves to be known as a classical account of the entrepreneurial spirit in the United States in the early 1800s, its emerging mass consumption, and its wealth of organizations, economic and otherwise. Together these features add up to an important picture of a truly entrepreneurial economy.

With his theory that society was moving in the direction of a democratic society, Tocqueville had clearly hit on a forceful and original idea that in many respects is still very useful. Equality in Tocqueville’s sense—the movement toward shared resources—is on the agenda in many countries today; one can even speak of a global trend toward equality. There exists a very strong attachment to the ideal of equality all over the world; Tocqueville may even be right that the less inequality there is, the stronger the demand for equality will be. This is also true for economic equality.

But there were also many economic phenomena in the United States that were hard for Tocqueville to analyze and make sense of with the help of his aristocracy-to-democracy scheme. The economic reality he encountered in the United States was much more varied than what his construct of a democratic economy allowed for; it is to those parts of the U.S. economy that do not fit his general scheme that this chapter is devoted.

Tocqueville was well aware of the limitations in his scheme and tried to counter them in various ways. One was to include even the facts that did not fit; the reader of a general book on the United States might, for example, expect to find certain facts there, regardless of whether the author could theorize them. Another way in which Tocqueville handled inconvenient facts was to exclude them on the grounds that he was not so much interested in the United States per se as in democratic society. At one point in Democracy in America, for example, Tocqueville says that there are topics that “are American but not democratic, and it was above all democracy I wished to portray.”1

What topics then did Tocqueville leave out or fail to find a natural place for in his theory of the democratic economy? First there was the South, which had a very different social and economic structure than the “democratic” North. There were also the groups or categories of people who were not becoming more “equal.” Indeed, well over half the U.S. population did not fit very well into Tocqueville’s scheme and, as a result, were pushed to the side of the main narrative. This list includes Native Americans, African Americans, women, and the poor.

While all of these people were not part of the entrepreneurial economy, or only marginally so, this was not true for every group that Tocqueville failed to find a place for in his scheme. He was also at a loss about what to do with the emerging industrial elite as well as industrial workers, even if he ended up inserting some sections on both in Democracy in America.2

Topics that for some reason fell outside Tocqueville’s main concern with democratic society were typically also neglected when he collected information for his study, which made it even harder for him to conduct a proper analysis of them. If it is true that misconceptions of reality and prejudices tend to thrive on the absence of thinking, they also do so with the absence of facts. Tocqueville primarily interviewed middle- and upper-class white men, and much of the information he acquired about other groups was typically mediated through these informants. When the term “Americans” is used in Democracy in America what is meant is white men and to a lesser extent white women—but not Native Americans or African Americans.


Women

Democracy in America contains a few short chapters and some occasional comments on women, but very little on their economic role. This is in sharp contrast to men, who hold center stage in Tocqueville’s study and whose economic behavior is carefully analyzed. When Tocqueville uses the term “women,” he has white women in mind. And since the goal of his work was to explore the development of democracy, he was primarily interested in the situation of women from the middle classes in the North, where the tendency toward democracy had developed in its purest and most characteristic manner.

Tocqueville’s relative lack of interest in the situation of women meant that he did not research their situation very carefully, as exemplified by the fact that he did not conduct any formal interviews with women.3 It has also been estimated that of the two hundred individuals Tocqueville and Beaumont became acquainted with in the United States, only about 10 percent were women.4

Still, even when his main attention was elsewhere, Tocqueville’s mind worked in interesting ways. In analyzing American women, for example, he made a sharp difference between their status as girls (up to the time of marriage) and as wives. As girls they received a very different upbringing from girls in France, he observed, and as a result became free and independent in their manners as well as in their thinking. Tocqueville also approvingly noted their courage, a quality he deeply admired.

He did not, however, make any comments in Democracy in America on the ways in which young girls were trained for marriage and in how to deal with various economic affairs once they were in charge of a household. Tocqueville, who usually explored every aspect of an issue that caught his attention, failed to do so with women once they were married; this may well have been a result of his general lack of interest in their situation. Labor outside the household was also the only type of work that Tocqueville had in mind when he used the term “work,” and this was typically (but not exclusively) male work.

But even if it is true that Tocqueville the analyst missed many opportunities when it came to women, it is not as certain that Tocqueville the observer did. He had a sharp eye for interesting facts, and he wrote these down even when their ultimate importance eluded him. For example, in a letter to his sister-in-law, he writes that American young women differ from French young women in several respects. They are allowed much more freedom, he says, and getting to see them alone does not hurt their reputation as it does in France. The reason for this last fact, he says, is that “the tête-a`-tête is ordinarily spent in discussing the value of wool and the price of cotton.”5

But could it not have been that young American women had as good a head as their brothers for “commerce,” and that they had as much knowledge about business? The anecdote about their knowledge of “the value of wool and the price of cotton” would indicate that this was the case. But Tocqueville did not ask these types of questions, nor did he try to answer them, again because it was related to a topic he was not pursuing.

Tocqueville did, however, look closely at the situation of married women, as part of his interest in the democratic family. What struck Tocqueville the most about adult American women was how different their situation became once they got married. Their earlier independence vanished and was replaced by total dependence on the husband. This dependence was economic as well as political and social. Tocqueville observed, for example, that “you do not see American women managing the family’s outside affairs, conducting a business, or entering the sphere of politics.”6

But this is also as far as Tocqueville’s discussion of women’s dependence went. He does not mention the legal reasons for their restricted role in economic affairs, namely that married women at the time could not own property and lacked a number of other elementary legal rights.7 These issues were discussed in Kent’s Commentaries (vol. 2, lecture 19) but do not seem have attracted Tocqueville’s attention since he does not mention them in his notes on this work.

Tocqueville described the situation of married women in Democracy in America as a type of “social inferiority” that had a tendency to “persist.”8 This went clearly counter to his idea that society was moving toward more equality, and it is therefore of interest to see how Tocqueville tried to explain this situation. One set of arguments he advanced were personal in nature and amounted more to a justification than an explication. Tocqueville said, for example, that he was repelled by the prospect of men and women doing the same kind of work and having the same kind of rights. This would only result in “weak men and disrespectable women.”9

Tocqueville’s second attempt at responding to the social inferiority of women was linked to “political economy,” and it is interesting in that it shows that even when he made an effort to go beyond the notions that were dominant in society at the time, there was yet another layer to penetrate before his thought could roam free. That Tocqueville never got to the final stage on this issue is clear from his statement in Democracy in America that “Americans [have] applied to the two sexes the great principle of political economy that dominates today’s industry.” According to this “great principle,” he noted, “they [have] carefully divided the functions of man and woman in order to carry out the great work of society more effectively.”10

Just as Tocqueville failed to pierce the conventions that justified why American women should be locked into the household in democratic society, he failed to analyze the work they did within “the domestic sphere.”11 Democracy in America has nothing whatsoever to say about the household work that went on in America and, again, Tocqueville received no assistance in his efforts from contemporary social science. The first attempt to valorize women’s work in the household came shortly after Tocqueville had published the second volume of his book—in Catherine Beecher’s pioneer work on home economics, A Treatise on Domestic Economy (1841). This work can be described as an attempt to revive what the ancient Greeks called oeconomia or management of the household, a topic that nineteenth-century political economists had no interest in at all.12

While Tocqueville was later in contact with Catherine Beecher’s famous sister, Harriet Beecher Stowe, there is no indication that he ever read A Treatise on Domestic Economy or met its author. Catherine Beecher was incidentally an admirer of Tocqueville, and her book contains long quotes from Democracy in America and favorable comments on his portrait of American women.13 Beecher uses Tocqueville to support her view that women are equal to men and that the United States is unique in advocating such equality. She approvingly notes Tocqueville’s opinion that men and women have different economic tasks and responsibilities. She also approvingly mentions his observation that American women strongly support their husbands in their economic efforts.

What I consider Tocqueville’s most important attempt to break through what we today regard as stereotypes about the economic role of women is found in a statement that he suddenly makes in Democracy in America, namely that “the singular prosperity” of the American people is due to “the superiority of their women.”14 This statement is also cited by Catherine Beecher and is often referred to in discussions of Tocqueville and his view of American women.

In trying to understand what Tocqueville means by this sudden and somewhat intriguing praise, it should first of all be noted that he is referring to the higher and more communal form of economic well-being, “prosperity,” and not to mere moneymaking or “wealth.” One example of how married women have contributed to the prosperity of the United States, according to Tocqueville, is by supporting their husbands during their economic ups and downs. In the attempts by American men to cope with their shifting economic fortunes—rich one day and poor the next (and maybe rich again tomorrow!)—they have been able to count on the support of their strong and courageous women.15 More generally, the home with its “peace” and “order” has been indispensable in achieving the high level of prosperity in the country.16 In France, in contrast, peace and order of this type has typically been missing from the homes—with disharmony in domestic life as a result as well as trouble in the streets.

Exactly how this prosperity was supposed to have come about through the actions of American women is not spelled out by Tocqueville. He hints, however, that prosperity is closely linked to the existence of regular habits. The reader is told that it is only through steadfast work toward a distant goal that progress can be made in the area of the economy, and that women are central to this process. Another clue can be found in Tocqueville’s statement that in the United States it is the women who create the mores—and mores, as we know, are the most important factor in shaping a country, including its economy, according to Tocqueville.17

Why did Tocqueville not try to better spell out the causal mechanisms that would explain how women are responsible for prosperity in the United States? One possible answer is that he was not interested in pursuing this particular issue, even if he assigned it great importance in principle. Another is that Tocqueville was not so much suggesting a possible explanation when he made these positive remarks about American women as wanting to pay them homage. At the time of his visit, there was a cult of “True Womanhood” in the United States, according to which American women had excellent character and high moral standing—and this is also more or less how Tocqueville perceived them.18



The South and African Americans

Commentators on Democracy in America have often pointed out that Tocqueville’s picture of the South is inferior to that of the North.19 Tocqueville would have agreed with this assessment. According to a letter written just before he was to leave the United States in early 1832, Tocqueville said that he had only “a superficial notion” of the South and that he would have needed to spend several more months there in order to know it as well as he knew the North.20 Tocqueville’s visit to the southern parts of the United States lasted less than two months.

Though Tocqueville had little knowledge of the South, he does not seem to have been overly concerned about this. There is one likely reason for this, namely that Tocqueville saw the future of the United States as being much more tied to the North than to the South: “The civilization of the North . . . seems destined to become the common measure to which everything else must some day adjust.”21

Tocqueville, in brief, had a rather poor knowledge of the South and felt that this part of the country was not moving toward democracy. The challenge he faced was therefore how to make sense of the South, particularly because its fate was closely tied to that of the Union, as he would soon realize. While the South was not very important from the perspective of the scheme of aristocracy-to-democracy, it nonetheless held the key to the future of the United States.

Tocqueville viewed the South as being more or less the product of one factor that was economic as well as social in nature: slavery. Driven by a desire to find gold, as part of England’s mercantilist policy, adventurers had populated the southern states and established slavery in the early 1600s. While the South had typically been colonized by single men looking for gold and adventure, the North had been colonized by men with families who wanted to realize political and religious ideals: “They braved the inevitable miseries of exile because they wished to ensure the victory of an idea.”22

Slavery soon became central to the South’s culture and economy. As a result, the slave-owning population became authoritarian, violent, and hostile to profit-making: “Slavery not only prevents the White from making a fortune but diverts his will to other ends.”23 As examples of these other ends, Tocqueville cites hunting, dueling, and being a soldier.

In an attempt to assess the economy of slavery, Tocqueville came to the conclusion that slaves were more costly than free labor and less productive. That Tocqueville had some interest in whether slavery was profitable is clear from the note he wrote after his only visit to a slave plantation. The note reads in full as follows:


Today, 31st December 1831, I went to see a fine sugar plantation 50 leagues from New Orleans on the Mississippi. It employed 70 slaves; the profit, I was told, is about 5 or 6,000 dollars a year, all expenses paid, or 25 to 30,000 francs.24



The emphasis in Tocqueville’s analysis on the economics of slavery was, however, much broader in nature than the question of whether slavery was profitable. It had to do with what can be called the economic ethic of the South, to borrow a term from Max Weber. An economic ethic, according to the German sociologist, expresses the values, negative or positive, that people attach to their economic activities.

Slavery, according to Tocqueville, had come to permeate the way that white Southerners thought and felt about economic affairs as well as what they regarded as acceptable and unacceptable behavior:


The habit of uninhibited command gives men a certain feeling of superiority which makes them impatient of opposition and irritated at the sight of obstacles. Slavery makes work a dishonor; it makes the whole white race a leisured class for whom money loses a part of its value and who seek their pleasures elsewhere in the resources of society and the pleasures of pride, a sort of aristocracy which is not guided at all by the sort of legal honesty of trading peoples, but which has its values of convention, its fine feelings and its points of honor. The Americans of the South are brave, comparatively ignorant, hospitable, generous, easy to irritate, violent in their resentment, without industry or the spirit of enterprise.25



In order to see how slavery had come to shape the economic structure and culture of the South, from Tocqueville’s perspective, it may be useful to cite another passage from Democracy in America. Traveling down the Ohio River, with Kentucky on one side and Ohio on the other, Tocqueville comments on the difference between the two states. This well-known passage is also interesting in that it indicates how Tocqueville tried to make sense of the situation of the South from an analytic perspective, something that was imperative for him to do since this part of the country did not fit at all into his scheme of aristocracy-to-democracy:


On the left bank of the river, the population is sparse. From time to time, a group of slaves can be seen ambling in their carefree way through half-cleared fields. The virgin forest never disappears for long. Society seems to slumber. Man appears idle, whereas nature is the very image of activity and life.

By contrast, the confused hum emanating from the right bank proclaims from afar the presence of industry. Rich harvests fill the fields. Elegant homes hint at the taste and fastidiousness of the farmers. Prosperity is apparent everywhere. Man seems rich and content: he is at work. . . .

Labor is identified south of the Ohio with the idea of slavery, north of the Ohio with the idea of well-being and progress. To the south it is degraded, to the north honored. On the left side it is impossible to find workers of the white race; they would be afraid of looking like slaves. For labor, people must rely on the Negro. On the right bank one would search in vain for an idle person. The White applies his industriousness and intelligence to every labor.26



Tocqueville’s solution to the anomaly of the South was to think about whites as “a sort of aristocracy.”27 There were clear similarities between the aristocratic families in Europe and the slave-owning families in the South; and, as Tocqueville suggested, “similar effects sprang [in this case] from entirely analogous causes in America and Europe.”28 Just as the power of the European aristocracy in the Middle Ages had its origin in control of the land and power over the peasant population, so did the power of the slave-owning whites in the South depend on plantations and slaves. Both of these elites disdained commerce and favored a lifestyle of luxury and leisure on their landed estates. They liked to hunt, have dances, and otherwise cultivate a rich social life. In short, the Southerner “has the tastes, prejudices, weaknesses, and grandeur of every aristocracy.”29

But there was not a perfect fit between the European aristocracy of the Middle Ages and the whites in the American South. Tocqueville was well aware of this fact, particularly one crucial difference. This was the sense of superiority, based on a different skin color, that characterized the Southern whites. Unlike European nobles, they constituted “an aristocracy based on visible and imperishable signs.”30

Tocqueville also came to the conclusion that while slavery had been successfully abolished in the North for economic reasons, this was not going to happen in the South. The reason for this was that the issue of slavery had become a question of life and death for the South. Tocqueville felt sure of this and feared that the very existence of the Union was threatened, since slavery could not continue for very long in “an age of democratic liberty and enlightenment.”31

The prospect of a civil war in the United States was deeply disturbing to Tocqueville; perhaps it reminded him of the French Revolution in which several members of his family had been executed. One of his notes for Democracy in America, which he chose not to include in the final text, reads as follows: “I confess that if I had the misfortune to live in a country where slavery had been introduced, and if I held the liberty of the Blacks in my hand, I would not open it.”32

Tocqueville’s main challenge in analyzing African Americans and their economic situation was how to do this without prejudice, a task made difficult by the fact that he himself came from a background of masters. The French aristocracy might have lost most of its power through the Revolution, but Tocqueville felt a strong pull to the past and his ancestry; “I am an aristocrat by instinct,” as he once phrased it.33 He also came from a country that prided itself on having several colonies with slaves of African origin.

But there were also some counterforces to these pressures to accept the current stereotypes of African Americans. The most important of these was that Tocqueville was a strong opponent of slavery. He regarded slavery as a distinct “evil” and felt that it went against the teachings of Christianity as well as his own ideal of freedom.34

As with the South in general, however, Tocqueville was hampered in his analysis of the economic situation of African Americans by his lack of interest in what was going on outside the dominant culture of the North. This may well have been one of the reasons why he made so few attempts to better acquaint himself with African Americans’ situation. It has also been suggested that Tocqueville and Beaumont had made an agreement about who was to write on which topic, and that slavery, poverty, and political economy were Beaumont’s topics.

This may or may not be true.35 In any case, while Tocqueville carefully interviewed white men about various aspects of life in the United States and spoke to their wives (but did not record these conversations), he did not interview any African Americans nor does it appear that he asked them questions in other contexts. There is one exception to this. As part of his investigation of the U.S. prison system, Tocqueville did speak to several African American prisoners (including one woman). His questions, however, did not go beyond what was relevant for their prison experience, which meant that it excluded most economic matters.

But it is also clear that Tocqueville was appalled by what he described as the tyranny under which the slaves in the South had to live and by the atrocious manner in which they were treated. He writes in Democracy in America that the whites had taken away the language, the homeland, and the memory of the slaves; that their families had been destroyed; and that the relationships between male and female slaves had been destroyed as well. The African American was so abused, according to Tocqueville, that “even the use of thinking seems to him a pointless gift of Providence.”36

Tocqueville was repeatedly told by white people that the reason for using African Americans as slaves was that white people could not work in the difficult climate of the South. Tocqueville was immediately suspicious of this type of argument on the grounds that it constituted a form of materialism. He also rebutted it in a way that is reminiscent of the way in which he approached the question of why Americans could sail so much quicker across the Atlantic than Europeans could.

Tocqueville argued that the solution to the question of slavery in the South should not be sought in “external circumstances” but in the way that people behave and how they look at things.37 He pointed out that “it is no hotter in the south of the Union than in the south of Spain and Italy” and asked, “Why can the European not perform the same tasks in the American South?”38 The answer to what caused slavery, he concluded, was not to be found in biology and geography but in “institutions and the will of man.”39

Tocqueville also analyzed the situation of African Americans—including their economic conditions—in the North. While slavery had been abolished in this part of the country, he noted, this had been done for economic reasons, and it had not led to a decrease in the hostility toward African Americans. While inequality in the South was firmly anchored in legislation as well as in the mores (“real inequality”), in the North it was exclusively anchored in the mores and not in the laws (“imaginary inequality”).40

When the law that allowed slavery was abolished in the North, Tocqueville observed, the intensity of prejudices against African Americans became stronger, as if to compensate: “In the United States, the prejudice against Negroes seems to increase in proportion to their emancipation, and inequality is enshrined in mores as it disappears from laws.”41 Abolishing slavery for economic reasons, in brief, had not been enough to create equality.

The increase in hostility toward African Americans, expressed in interactions with white individuals rather than through law, made their lives in the North extremely harsh. As evidence of this, Tocqueville cites figures in Democracy in America that show how under conditions of “imaginary inequality” the mortality of African Americans was nearly twice as high as it was for white people in the states that had abolished slavery.42

There is also evidence in Tocqueville’s notes (but less so in Democracy in America) that the dynamic business culture of the North coexisted closely with a repression of the economic activities of African Americans. In Ohio, for example, African Americans were, among other things, not allowed to own property or to give evidence against whites in court. A lawyer from Ohio, whom Tocqueville questioned, gave an example of what the latter prohibition could mean:


That last law sometimes leads to revolting injustices. The other day I was consulted by a Negro who had supplied a lot of victuals to the master of a steamboat. The white denied the debt. As the creditor was black, and as all his assistants were the same and so could not give evidence on his behalf as they could not appear in court, there was no way of even starting a case.43



In sum, Tocqueville used his theoretical talent to pierce the argument that African Americans were slaves because they, not whites, could work in the heat of the South, and he showed that there were other grounds— social grounds—for their enslavement. He rejected the idea that there were biological reasons for slavery, and he tried to lay bare the self-fulfilling dynamic of prejudice. Whites, Tocqueville argued, believed African Americans were inferior; by holding this type of belief and by acting upon it, they kept African Americans in a state of inferiority and blocked all possibility of change.44

But there was more to Tocqueville’s analysis of African Americans than what grew out of his capacity to reason his way through a problem. I have already cited his note about not being willing to end slavery in the South if the decision were up to him. Here it was perhaps the political animal in Tocqueville who spoke. Ending slavery, as he saw it, would seriously endanger the Union. But at some level Tocqueville simply failed to identify with African Americans and break away from existing stereotypes. In a note that he did not include in Democracy in America he wrote, “I regard the mixture of races as the greatest misfortune for humanity.”45

Tocqueville’s failure to identify with African Americans also comes out in several other places in his work. It can, for example, be found in his just cited argument about the self-fulfilling quality of the prejudices of the white population. While this argument is a testimony to Tocqueville’s skill as a theorist, his choice of words also shows a failure to identify with African Americans (“his visage seems hideous, his intelligence limited, his tastes base [and he seems] an intermediary between brute and man”).46 Since this quote comes from Democracy in America, it is a formulation that Tocqueville had time to reflect on and not a first impression from, say, his notes that he later found hasty or wrong.

One critic of Tocqueville’s presentation of African Americans in Democracy in America has argued that Tocqueville failed to “sense the immediate, personal tragedy of bondage and prejudice,” and there is some truth to this observation. This critic also suggests that in the case of Democracy in America, “an overly theoretical discussion of social injustice dwarfed the real victim, the individual.”47 This may be true as well. With Pascal, one may finally say that while some parts of a person’s capacity to think depend on the mind, others depend on the heart—and that Tocqueville did little to cultivate the latter.



Native Americans

When Tocqueville arrived in the United States he already had a notion of what Native Americans would look like. The vision in his mind was something like well-trained and scantily dressed Europeans with red skin, similar to how educated Europeans in the nineteenth century imagined the Greeks from antiquity but with a different skin color. When Tocqueville met some Native Americans they of course looked very different, and his reaction was visceral: “their hair fell with singular stiffness . . . their mouths were disproportionately large, and the expression on their face ignoble and mischievous.”48

The Native Americans he met reminded him of “the lowest mob of our great European cities.” Tocqueville understood well that they had been severely mistreated by the white population and that this accounted for part of their miserable appearance, but there was nonetheless “something barbarous and uncivilized which made them a hundred times more repulsive still.”

Given this violent first reaction, in combination with the fact that Native Americans so obviously did not belong to the new democratic society he was trying to understand, one would have expected Tocqueville to pay little attention to them. This is on the whole true. But Tocqueville also admired the Native Americans, especially for their courage and refusal to submit to the whites. They were warriors, and having come from a family of military men, he admired this quality.

While there is often an undertone of silent indifference, and sometimes contempt, in Tocqueville’s attitude toward African Americans, this is largely absent from his comments on and reactions to Native Americans. From his notes, we also know that Tocqueville inquired about their laws, politics, religion, and so on, just as he did for whites.

It quickly became clear to Tocqueville that Native Americans’ misery was closely related to their economic situation. Democracy in America and Tocqueville’s notes allow us to reconstruct the way that he viewed their economic behavior as well as the role that economic factors played in the way they were treated by the white population.

After Tocqueville’s first meeting with Native Americans in upstate New York, he jotted down the following: “Met the first Indians at Oneida Castle, 116 miles from Albany. They were begging.”49 A month later he recorded another episode in this economy of despair when he saw some Native Americans perform a war dance for money from the passersby: “Horrible to see. What a degradation.”50

While Tocqueville on one level showed some sympathy for the situation of Native Americans and felt ill at ease when confronted with their misery, he made little effort to find out about their everyday economic life. At one point, for example, he was told by a well-known politician he was interviewing that the Cherokees were agriculturalists, but chose not to inquire any further into this. This is significant because Tocqueville was convinced that all Native Americans lived by means other than agriculture and that this justified the seizure of their land.

The only time Tocqueville seems to have realized that there was quite a bit of skill and intelligence involved in not only the economic activities of the Europeans but also those of Native Americans was when he and Beaumont traveled through some nearly untouched forests. When he walked around in this environment, which was so different from anything he had ever experienced, he came close to seeing things from the viewpoint of Native Americans. The passage in his notes (which did not make it into Democracy in America) reads as follows:


Plunged into deep darkness, reduced to his own resources the civilized man walked like the blind, incapable not only of being his own guide in the labyrinth that surrounded him, but even of finding the means to sustain life. It is in the heart of the same difficulties that the savage triumphs; for him the forest obscured nothing; he felt at home there; he walked with his head high, guided by an instinct more sure than the navigator’s compass. In the tops of the highest trees, under the densest foliage, his eye could see the prey close to which the European had passed and repassed a hundred times in vain.51



Most of the time, however, Tocqueville was satisfied with looking at the economic life and economic activities of Native Americans through the eyes of the white people he encountered, who typically cheated Native Americans whenever they could. The general consensus among whites who traded with Native Americans was that they were reliable and honest; indeed, they were more reliable and honest than whites. Tocqueville added some other, less positive traits to this portrait of the economic ethic of Native Americans. They had no sense of the future, he said; they were lazy and proud; and they looked upon work as an “evil” and a “disgrace.”52

In analyzing Native Americans, Tocqueville’s problem was how to fit them into his scheme of society’s move from aristocracy to democracy. Since there was quite a bit of equality in their lives, Native Americans should belong to the stage of “democracy.” But Tocqueville was not willing to see them as the future of humanity, especially since he considered their level of civilization to be very low. Compared to Europeans, Native Americans had no written law, no literature, and, most important, no agriculture.

Given the fact that Native Americans were proud, warlike, and detested work, one might have thought that they would fit very well into Tocqueville’s category of aristocracy; and Tocqueville seriously considered this possibility. He noted in Democracy in America that Native Americans had “the same ideas and the same opinions as the medieval nobleman in his fortified castle.”53 Tocqueville, however, rejected this option as well, on the basis that Native Americans were much too equal to be truly aristocratic. In addition, they had no wish to conquer anybody.

Tocqueville ended up having to construct a new and more complex scheme to fit Native Americans into the aristocracy-to-democracy framework. There were two dimensions to Tocqueville’s solution: equality-inequality and civilization-barbarism. At the dawn of history, he wrote, there existed an early and barbarian type of equality. People basically spent their time trying to fulfill basic needs and had no energy for higher pursuits. This social state was followed by a period of aristocracy during which civilization took off. Inequality, Tocqueville explained, was necessary to get civilization started. As aristocracy then moved toward democracy, civilization—and equality—increased.

Despite the awkward construction that resulted from superimposing the scheme of barbarism-to-civilization on the scheme of aristocracy-to-democracy (and coming up with democracy-to-aristocracy-to-democracy), it nonetheless helped Tocqueville justify the removal of Native Americans from their land. Native Americans, he explained in the first chapter of Democracy in America, had never cultivated the land; if you do not cultivate the land, you do not have a legal right to it. It is therefore legitimate for those who know the art of agriculture to take the land from those who do not and get rid of the latter. In doing so, they advance civilization.

In the important passage in which Tocqueville presents this argument, he starts out by saying that when the Europeans arrived in America, the land was already inhabited by many tribes of native people. He continues,


The Indians occupied it but did not possess it. It is through agriculture that man takes possession of the soil, and the first inhabitants of North America lived by hunting. Their implacable prejudices, their unbridled passions, their vices, and perhaps most of all, their savage virtues marked them out for inevitable destruction. The ruins of these people began the day that Europeans landed on their shores. It has continued ever since and is even now being carried through to completion. Providence placed these people among the riches of the New World but made their enjoyment brief. They were there, in a sense, only in anticipation. These coasts, so well suited to trade and industry, these rivers so deep, this inexhaustible Mississippi valley, this whole continent, in fact, seemed but an empty cradle awaiting the birth of a great nation.54



If one takes a close look at what Tocqueville says in this passage, it becomes clear that he does not so much present an explanation for the expropriation of Native Americans’ land as a justification. Using celebratory language and speaking in the name of a superior economic civilization, Tocqueville provides a reason why the land was expropriated, not how it happened.

The argument that Tocqueville used for the seizure of the land in America, it can be added, was not his own. The idea that you have to work the land to own it, and that it otherwise was up for grabs, is found in John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government (1689). Locke refers explicitly to America and its “uncultivated waste” and how “the wild Indians” do not own the land where they have lived since they were hunters.55

At the time that Tocqueville visited the United States, a different but related legal argument had also been made by the U.S. Supreme Court. In the decision of Johnson v. M’Intosh (1823) it was established that the Europeans had acquired ownership of the land in America upon its discovery, while the Native Americans became tenants (without the right to sell their leases to anyone but their landlords).56

But there are also places in Democracy in America and in Tocqueville’s notes where a more realistic explanation is provided for how the seizure of land took place. The process of expropriation, as it turns out, had three stages, according to Tocqueville. First, the livelihood of Native Americans disappeared; then whites bought or seized whatever land they wanted; and finally the whole tribe was removed from its land and directed to some other place.

As Europeans got close to where Native Americans lived, the animals they hunted got frightened and disappeared. It was the “unremitting din of European industry” that made Native Americans’ livelihood vanish in this manner; and it happened without any explicit intention by whites.57

Native Americans, Tocqueville noted, had to suffer “the evils of usurpation long before they became aware of who is responsible for them”— another unintended consequence.58 Tocqueville summed up the result of the first stage of expropriation in these words: “causing their game to flee has the same effect as making fields barren would have on farmers.”59

Europeans—and this represented the second stage—then moved into Native Americans’ territory and either seized the land they wanted or bought it cheaply. Something that facilitated this, according to Tocqueville, was that Native Americans owned their land communally; individual landownership of the European type did not exist. While Tocqueville had no knowledge of the complexities of Native American landownership, the concept of common ownership provided an ideological opening for him.60

Since the land was owned communally, Tocqueville argued, it was valued less. It was also harder to get individuals to defend it, he shrewdly added. In a passage originally included in the manuscript for Democracy in America but then removed, Tocqueville also notes that if Native Americans began to “civilize themselves”—meaning, to cultivate the land—they would avoid destruction, since it is nearly impossible to remove a people from their land if it lives off agriculture.61

The third and final stage in the removal process came when the American government bought the whole area in which a tribe lived and moved its members to some other part of the country, with the promise that they would be able to live in peace in their own territory.What Tocqueville was referring to was a policy that had started in the early 1800s and reached its peak during the presidency of Andrew Jackson, especially through his Indian Removal Act of 1830.62

The federal government used a mixture of money and coercion in these purchases, which were also extremely favorable to the white population. Tocqueville cites how one Indian nation was half persuaded, half coerced in 1808 to sell 48 million acres for $1,000 and another to sell 20 million acres for $4,000 in 1818. “This is how the Americans acquire for next to nothing entire provinces that the wealthiest sovereigns in Europe could not afford to buy,” Tocqueville noted.63 By comparison, in 1803 the United States paid France about $15,000,000 for the 530 million acres that make up Louisiana in what is often called “the best real estate deal of the century.”

As one tries to follow the ways in which Tocqueville sought to explain rather than justify the expropriation of the land belonging to Native Americans, it also becomes clear that he had some occasional misgivings about the sacrifices that were required for civilization to triumph. In Democracy in America he says about the attitude of “the European” toward Native Americans and African Americans that “he makes them serve his needs, and when he cannot bend them to his will, he destroys them.”64 As an example of this, Tocqueville mentions that when he visited the United States there were no more than about six thousand Native Americans left in the original thirteen states. In his notes, where Tocqueville is more unguarded than in Democracy in America, he writes apropos of the decimation of the Native American population that the Europeans were doing “something terrible to humanity.”65

A few times in his notes Tocqueville went beyond blunt assertions that the Europeans had behaved in a murderous manner and tried to make sense of what had happened and explain it. He did this in a tentative manner, and he never openly confronted nor rejected his statement in the opening chapter of Democracy in America that the Europeans had a right to the American continent since they used its resources in a more efficient manner than did the native population.

One way in which white people, who were also religious, dealt with the fact that they were taking the land from Native Americans is described as follows in one of Tocqueville’s notes:


How many times during our travels have we not met honest citizens who said to us of an evening, sitting peacefully by their fire: the number of the Indians is decreasing daily. However it is not that we often make war on them but the brandy that we sell them cheap every year carries off more than our arms could kill. This world here belongs to us, they add. God in refusing the first inhabitants the capacity to become civilized, has destined them in advance to inevitable destruction. The true owners of this continent are those who know how to take advantage of its riches.

Satisfied with this reasoning the American goes to church where he hears a minister of the gospel repeat to him that men are brothers and that the Eternal Being who has made them all in the same mould has imposed on them the duty to help one another.66



Tocqueville, in brief, suggested that whites were hypocritical. But what this example shows is not only hypocrisy (and there are a few more accounts along these lines in his notes) but something else: people are capable of seeing themselves as moral while they are destroying another people. How this is possible Tocqueville does not say.

Another way in which Tocqueville suggested that the Europeans in the United States could do something wrong without it affecting them was by recasting what was happening in a non-evaluativemanner. One example of this technique of neutralization can be found in a passage in one of Tocqueville’s notes, where he both describes and comments on a conversation in which some whites were complaining that it was becoming increasingly difficult to cheat Native Americans in trade:


It was only a pity that they [the Native Americans] were beginning to learn about the value of things. And why was that, if you please? Because the profits made by trading with them were daily becoming less considerable. Do you appreciate there the superiority of the civilized man? The Indian in his rude simplicity would have said that he was finding it daily more difficult to cheat his neighbor. But the white man discovers in his refinements of language a happy nuance that expresses the fact but hides the shame.67



That Americans would resort to the language of economics in this attempt at neutralization is perhaps natural since they were “a commercial people.” Another instance of this strategy of eliminating “the shame” by rephrasing the whole thing in mercantile language was the purchases mentioned above of Native American land by the U.S. government. This example is also interesting because of Tocqueville’s argument that by using economic means, you will not only be as successful as if you relied on violence—you will be more successful.

The Spaniards, Tocqueville notes in Democracy in America, had hunted down the Indians in South America like “ferocious beasts.”68 They had killed as many as they could, but in the long run they could not keep it up so they had to stop. Americans, in contrast, relied on a different strategy: “they will not occupy Indian land before it has been duly acquired by contract.” By proceeding in a legal manner, Tocqueville noted, and by properly buying the land from Native Americans, Europeans succeeded where the Spaniards had failed: they had practically “exterminated” the whole Indian race.69

The third way in which Tocqueville suggests that Europeans in America behaved so that they could live with the fact that they were eliminating a whole people as well as expropriating their land was through the process of habituation. They turned what they did into a habit. Tocqueville explained:


Man gets accustomed to everything. To death on the field of battle; to death in hospital; to kill and to suffer. He gets used to every sight. An ancient people, the first and legitimate master of the American continent, is vanishing daily like the snow in sunshine, and disappearing from view over the land. In the same spots and in its place another race is increasing at a rate that is even more astonishing. It fells the forests and drains the marshes; lakes as large as seas and huge rivers resist its triumphant march in vain. The wilds become villages, and the villages towns. The American, the daily witness of such wonders, does not see anything astonishing in all this. This incredible destruction, this even more surprising growth, seem to him the usual progress of things in this world. He gets accustomed to it as the unalterable order of nature.70



What Tocqueville says in this disquieting passage (which never made it into Democracy in America) is that people get used to doing what is good as well as doing what is evil. Can they also get used to doing what is good and bad at the same time? So it would seem, to judge from Tocqueville’s notes.

Another idea that is implicit in this passage is that if you do not think things through properly but instead rely on habit, you run the risk of doing evil.71 This is an argument that Tocqueville had encountered in Pensées, where Pascal suggests that it is through action and not through thinking that people settle for an opinion: “It is habit . . . that convinces us.”72



The Poor and Prisoners

The report on the U.S. prison system that Tocqueville and Beaumont produced is often disregarded when Democracy in America is discussed. Many scholars believe that the idea of investigating the prisons was simply a pretext they used to get funding from the French government to go to America and study what really interested them. While there is truth to this, their report is nonetheless indispensable for piecing together Tocqueville’s full picture of the United States, including its economic life. The Penitentiary System in the United States and Its Application in France (1833) is also the only in-depth case study Tocqueville carried out; as such it gives a sense of how he might have researched a number of other topics if he had had more time, more resources, and so on.73

The prison report contains information on two topics that are particularly important if one wants to get a better view of Tocqueville’s picture of the United States, including its economy. These are the poor and prisoners. Both are touched on in Democracy in America but only in passing. All that Tocqueville says about prisons and the prison reform movement is that Americans had developed such an interest in the new and reformed type of prisons that they had practically forgotten about the old ones.

Some of Tocqueville’s brief statements about the poor in Democracy in America are useful to have in mind when one reads The Penitentiary System. He makes, for example, occasional comments to the effect that the poor are part of democratic society. The reason for calling these comments occasional is that Tocqueville does not present an argument that the poor constitute an integral part of the new democratic society, nor does he show why this is the case. He does not give sustained attention to the poor, say by interviewing them, discussing how they may fit into his scheme of aristocracy-to-democracy, and the like. The reader gets the impression that Tocqueville believed that one day there would be no more poor people.

While there were many more poor people in an aristocracy than in a democracy, Tocqueville observes, when they are grouped together with those who only own some small piece of property, they make up one of the three basic classes that can be found in any society.74 But while the aristocrats of the past thought that the poor belonged to “a different species,” the rich and the poor are in principle seen as equals by Tocqueville.75

What constitutes poverty, finally, for Tocqueville is not merely a lack of resources but also the economic distance that exists between the groups in society:


Clearly the word poor is used here and throughout the chapter in a relative and not an absolute sense. The poor in America may often seem rich compared with those of Europe. Nevertheless, it is reasonable to call them poor by contrast with their wealthier fellow citizens.76



The prison report adds to the view of the poor in Democracy in America primarily in two ways. First, it shows how the poor are looked upon and treated by the authorities; and second, it contains an attempt to estimate the number of poor people in the United States. Neither of these topics has been much discussed by Tocqueville’s American interpreters.

One likely reason for this is that the key texts on poverty in The Penitentiary System were eliminated by the willful translator, Francis Lieber.77 The text for “Pauperism in the United States” was, for example, removed because it was considered “a hasty sketch” and “intended for the French public” as opposed to knowledgeable American readers.78 The second text—“Imprisonment for Debt in the United States”—was replaced with some excerpts from another author that would serve the reader much better, according to Lieber.

The American authorities, according to the original texts, dealt with the problem of poverty primarily through almshouses and poorhouses. Those who could not take care of themselves, as well as those who did not want to work (“vagabonds”), were placed in such houses. These institutions, Tocqueville and Beaumont say, were “not only healthy but also pleasant.”79

These homes were expensive to operate, as the two authors carefully documented; one reason for this was that the poor were unable to pay for more than a fraction of their costs through their labor. This, in turn, had much to do with the “the habits of laziness” of the poor.80 According to Tocqueville and Beaumont, poor people failed to realize that poverty was a result of their own actions and not just misfortune; they also contested society’s right to force them to work. As a result, the authorities were unable to make the poor work. But since poor people are not criminals, Tocqueville and Beaumont also felt that violence must not be used to force the poor to work: “A poor-house is not and it should not be a prison.”81

Tocqueville and Beaumont basically approved of the actions of the American authorities vis-a`-vis the poor. On one point, however, they were very critical of the actions of the state, and this had to do with the political rights of the poor. They felt very strongly that “the liberty of the poor is badly guaranteed in the United States.”82

One example of this was the irresponsible way in which people could be imprisoned for debts. All that was needed to have somebody thrown in jail was to show that the person had a debt. The size of the debt did not matter, nor did you have to show that the person had not repaid the debt. In many cases, according to Tocqueville and Beaumont, the debts were less than a dollar; they cite a case in Philadelphia whereby a person had been imprisoned for a debt of nineteen cents.

In one of the appendices to The Penitentiary System Tocqueville attempted to estimate the extent of poverty in the United States. He began with the assumption that being poor meant that a person had received public poor relief. This is obviously different from the way that poverty is measured today, namely in terms of annual income. Another assumption that Tocqueville made was that the situation in the state of New York would give a good idea of the situation the United States as a whole.

By using the annual reports from the superintendents of the poor that had been filed for 1830 in the state of New York (in 43 of 55 counties), Tocqueville was able to establish that 15,506 people had received public poor relief during this year. Since there were 1,653,000 people living in these counties (and 1.9 million in the state of New York as a whole), he estimated that a bit less than 1 percent of the U.S. population was “poor.” This figure compared favorably to that of France, Tocqueville noted, where the level of poverty was around 7 percent (according to “rather uncertain” estimations).83

Tocqueville’s estimate that about 1 percent of the U.S. population received poor relief is roughly correct, according to later research.84 There are no reliable figures, in contrast, for the number of poor people in the United States in the early 1800s who did not receive poor relief—but it was clearly much, much higher than 1 percent.

Tocqueville and Beaumont both felt that the U.S. system of poor relief was very generous. It is true that New York State’s 1824 Act to Provide for the Establishment of County Poorhouses was a positive reform at the time that helped put an end to the practice of “auctioning” the poor; many other states soon followed New York’s example in this respect. Later research, however, has also shown that at the time of Tocqueville and Beaumont’s visit there was “a dramatic decline in the generosity [of the authorities in New York State].”85 The indicator that is used to establish this is the amount of poor relief relative to common labor earnings, a measure Tocqueville did not use.

While Tocqueville and Beaumont were convinced that crime and poverty were closely related, the primary emphasis in their report was on the U.S. prison system or, more precisely, on the movement to reform this system that had been under way since the late 1700s. In order to get the commission to go to the United States and represent France, Tocqueville and Beaumont had argued that Americans were in the process of developing a much better and cheaper prison system than the one that existed in France. There was even one prison in the United States, they stated in their application, that was making a profit.

During their time in the United States Tocqueville and Beaumont tried to establish how much it cost to operate the new American prisons. They carefully assembled statistics, interviewed people, and sent out questionnaires to select individuals to find out what it cost to build different types of prisons; what the administrative personnel in the prisons was paid; how much the prisoners’ food cost; and so on. They also made an effort to calculate the value of prisoners’ labor, and what this meant for the overall costs of the prison. According to Tocqueville and Beaumont, it took “an immense labor” to construct these statistics.

One of the conclusions Tocqueville and Beaumont drew from their calculations was that Americans were much more economical than the French when they built their prisons. One reason for this, they suggested, had to do with the decentralized nature of the American political system. In the United States, the decision to build a prison was made at the local level, while in France everything was decided by the authorities in Paris; this meant that the costs were lower because the federal government was not involved.

In their effort to understand U.S. prisons’ costs, Tocqueville and Beaumont also stumbled onto an interesting case. When a warden they had interviewed by letter explained how costs were calculated for building a prison, he answered that you should not build something that will last forever. The reason for this is that people change their mind about what a prison should look like, and this must be taken into account:


Within twenty years, an entire revolution of opinion often takes place; the old prisons do not any longer meet the wants of the community, and they are abandoned. Such is the history of the greater part of the prisons in the United States. It is, therefore, very important that these establishments should be built upon the least expensive plan, since otherwise they become obstacles to improvement; obstacles, the more difficult to overcome, the greater the expense bestowed upon their construction.86



This is arguably one of the first examples of what today is known as planned obsolescence.87 What makes it particularly interesting is that the prison was not a private enterprise but a public one, indicating that this phenomenon extends beyond the economy in a narrow sense.

In their efforts to calculate the costs of American prisons, Tocqueville and Beaumont also took recidivism into account. They were also very interested in the different ways in which the French and the U.S. authorities contracted out the labor of the prisoners. They were critical of the French authorities for allowing the contractors to influence the ways in which the prisons were organized. In their opinion, the contractor should pay for the labor, as in the United States—and that was all.

But Tocqueville and Beaumont also criticized U.S. prison authorities for not giving prisoners any part of what they received from the contractors for their labor. A better policy, they suggested, would be to establish a minimum amount of labor for each day and let prisoners keep everything they produced once this quota had been reached.

Tocqueville and Beaumont also addressed an issue that was very much discussed at the time, namely whether the work of prisoners had a negative effect on the salaries outside prisons. They noted, for example, that the English authorities had thought that this was the case and acted accordingly. A machine had been introduced that did not produce anything but kept the prisoners busy, a so-called treadmill.88

After Tocqueville and Beaumont spent quite a bit of time on this issue, they concluded that the effect on the labor market outside the prison of contracting out prison labor depended on the concrete circumstances in each particular case. The general rule, they suggested, was that when wages were close to the minimum level of living, the effect would be negative. In this respect France was in a much more difficult situation than the United States, they noted, since the wages of a Frenchman were about half of those of an American. The prices for different types of raw material were also much cheaper in the United States.

According to Tocqueville and Beaumont, there was another way of proceeding when it was determined that it was harmful to the economy to farm out prison labor. This was to let prisoners cultivate land that no one wanted—a strategy that had been successfully tried in Holland and New York State. It was also an idea that was very popular at the time with French philanthropic writers on pauperism.89

They rejected, however, the idea of solving the problem by contracting out prison labor by sending prisoners to some distant colony, as the French had done with St. Domingo (Haiti) and the English with Australia. Proceeding in this way, Tocqueville and Beaumont stated, ran the risk of destroying the colony. If you want a society to be healthy, you should populate it with honest people and not with criminals, they argued.

But there was one aspect of the U.S. penitentiary system that especially caught the attention of Tocqueville and Beaumont, and which also had an interesting economic dimension. This was the attempt to create a new type of prison that would not only punish but also reform criminals and turn them into productive citizens. According to Tocqueville and Beaumont, this effort had come to its most important expression in the so-called Philadelphia system, which had been initiated by Quakers.

The Philadelphia system was centered on two basic principles: isolation and work. Isolation had first been used in the famous Walnut Street Prison (1790) in Philadelphia. During the day prisoners were alone in their individual cells and they were not allowed to have any contact with other prisoners. Their “association” with other criminals had to be broken, and isolation would, it was hoped, end their “habits of theft” and remove corrupting influences.90

Being alone would also cause prisoners to reflect; they would learn how to think and in this way develop new “habits of meditation and reasoning” (emphasis added). Among other things, this would make them understand and regret their crimes. Since the Walnut Street Prison was the first prison to set the reformation of prisoners on the agenda, it was known as a “penitentiary” (from the Latin word for remorse).

But being isolated was not the solution, at least not by itself. Too much isolation, as Tocqueville and Beaumont soon discovered, would dangerously unbalance prisoners and lead to mental illness and suicide. This is where work—the second important principle of the Philadelphia system— came into the picture. The prisoners should work during the day, again in isolation so that other prisoners could not corrupt them. This way, prisoners would be able to get exactly the right amount of time to think and reflect on their situation.

The prisoner would initially be isolated during all hours of the day and have no labor to perform. After some time, labor would be introduced; at this stage the prisoner would be in such a desperate state that he or she would welcome it. Work was healthy for human beings, according to Tocqueville and Beaumont: “labor . . . fatigues the body and relieves the soul.”91 Eventually labor would assume the role it ought to have in the lives of the prisoners such that one day they would be able to live honestly and support themselves. What the authors called “habits of order” and “habits of obedience and industry” would lay the foundation for their new and reformed lives.92

Tocqueville and Beaumont felt that the idea of adding labor to isolation was brilliant and, as part of their investigation, they tried to establish who had come up with it. After some time they realized that it did not originate with any one person, an insight that led them to suggest that some innovations cannot be linked to specific persons. “Does not experience teach us,” they wrote in The Penitentiary System, “that there are innovations, the honor of which belongs to nobody in particular, because they are the effects of simultaneous efforts, and of the progress of time?”93 Tocqueville and Beaumont, in brief, had stumbled onto the phenomenon that today is called a multiple discovery.94

By way of summing up the importance of The Penitentiary System, it is true that it adds some valuable information to Tocqueville’s overall picture of the United States, including its economy. It is also clear that its content does not fit very easily into his aristocracy-to-democracy scheme. Tocqueville was presumably aware of this since there are no references in the report to this scheme.95
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Figure 2.1. The effect of isolation in the Eastern State Penitentiary. The figure depicts an idealized version of architect John Haviland’s plan for the Eastern State Penitentiary, which Tocqueville visited in October 1831. The prison had been constructed in the 1820s at great expense and was considered one of the most modern buildings in the United States. Built on the panoptikon pattern, the prison also made possible a new economy of surveillance and control. The purpose of the single cell system with isolation was to give the individual prisoner an opportunity through meditation on his or her life to become aware, with the help of the Bible, of the “Inner Light” that exists in every human being, according to Quaker doctrine. As a consequence of this awareness, it was hoped, the prisoner would then be able to make a decision to lead an honest and God-fearing life.

Tocqueville’s reaction to this project can be contrasted to that of another famous visitor to the Eastern State Penitentiary some ten years later, Charles Dickens. Tocqueville’s opinion was as follows: “Can there be a combination more powerful for reformation than that of a prison which hands over the prisoner to all the trials of solitude, leads him through reflection to remorse, through religion to hope; makes him industrious by the burden of idleness, and which, whilst it inflicts the torment of solitude, makes him find a charm in the converse of pious men, whom otherwise he would have seen with indifference, and heard without pleasure?” Dickens had a very different reaction than Tocqueville: “I am persuaded that those who devised this system of Prison Discipline [at the Eastern State Penitentiary], and those benevolent gentlemen who carry it into execution, do not know what it is that they are doing. . . . I hold this slow and daily tampering with the mysteries of the brain, to be immeasurably worse than any torture of the body; and because its ghastly signs and tokens are not so palpable to the eye and sense of touch as scars upon the flesh; because its wounds are not upon the surface, and it extorts few cries that human ears can hear; therefore I the more denounce it, as a secret punishment which slumbering humanity is not roused up to stay.” George W. Smith, View and Description of the Eastern Penitentiary of Pennsylvania (Philadelphia: C. G. Childs, 1830). The quotes are from Gustave de Beaumont and Alexis de Tocqueville, On the Penitentiary System in the United States and Its Application in France (New York: AugustusM. Kelley, 1970), 51; and Charles Dickens, American Notes for General Circulation (London: Chapman and Hall, 1842), 1:238–39.



It should also be noted that while some interesting ideas and analyses of economic phenomena can be found in The Penitentiary System, several of them are not very well digested. This is reflected in the multitude of clichés in the report: for example, the poor exhibit “habits of laziness,” that “indolence and idleness” cause crime, and so on.96

One reason that Tocqueville and Beaumont failed to produce a first-rate analysis may be that both viewed the prison study as a “pretext” or a “passport” for going to America and had their minds set on their other, more exciting projects.97 Tocqueville in particular was a sensitive thinker who needed to select his own topics and approach them in exactly the way he wanted for the analysis to work out. There was also a well-established tradition in France in terms of how to regard criminals and prisons, which was popular in the kind of elite circles that Tocqueville and Beaumont moved in, and which may have exerted its own conformist pressure on their thinking.98

An overall assessment of Tocqueville’s analysis of the poor and prisoners can finally also be made from the perspective of the development of welfare institutions in the United States. Poorhouses, for example, were generally seen as very successful at the time Tocqueville visited the United States.99 By around 1850, however, poorhouses, prisons, and mental hospitals were seen as failures. According to a historian of welfare in the United States, “a preoccupation with order, routine, and cost replaced the founders’ concern with the transformation of character and social reform.”100 Tocqueville and Beaumont’s report, with its dual concern for costs and character reform, was lodged somewhere between these two historical phases in welfare reform.
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Figure 2.2. The new town of Economy, Pennsylvania. Another phenomenon in the United States that did not fit easily into Tocqueville’s theory of the transition from aristocracy to democracy was the utopian community. In one of his notebooks he briefly comments on a community called Economy, which was situated in Pennsylvania and had been founded in the 1820s. Led by a Christian mystic named George Rapp (1757–1847), the so-called Harmonists soon turned Economy into a prosperous community thanks to their skills with agriculture and modern technology. According to Rapp’s doctrine, the members should live in Christian fellowship and own all property in common.

According to a history of the community, the Harmonists “called their new town Oeconomie (Economy), meaning ‘a place of orderly, managed affairs.’ This is a termused by pietistic societies for ‘the divine economy’ that they hoped to establish on earth” (Daniel Reibel, Old Economy Village [Mechanicsburg, PA: Stackpole Books, 2002], 17). In the United States in the 1820s, it can be added, the primary meaning of the word “economy” was still “the management, regulation and government of a family or the concerns of a household” (Noah Webster, An American Dictionary of the English Language [New York: S. Converse, 1828], n.p.).

In his comment on Economy, Tocqueville criticized two of its features: Rapp was not held accountable for his actions, and the collective property arrangements were to the disadvantage of the individual: “Today (26th November 1831) going down the Ohio below Pittsburgh, we passed by the colony of Economy. The town of Economy is situated on the banks of the Ohio on a fertile plain. It now has a thousand inhabitants who live there in great prosperity and are rapidly increasing their communal capital every year. This society is one of the most remarkable in existence. The Founder is the leader not answerable for the undertaking. He directs the common efforts and presents no accounts. All the other members of the society are only agents who have but a possible claim to the common fund, if the association is broken up. But until that event they only get enough to live on in comfort. If some of them want to withdraw, they can, but they leave their stake. If the whole society should wish to be dissolved, it can do it. But it has not yet wanted to, and its affairs prosper incredibly. It already owns an immense tract of land” (Tocqueville, Journey to America [New Haven: Yale University Press, 1959], 219). The illustration shows Rapp’s house, which was the largest of all the dwellings in Economy. It comes from Charles Nordhoff, The Communistic Societies of the United States (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1875), 88.





Capitalists and Workers

Tocqueville is often criticized for not having visited any factories during his trip to the United States and for otherwise having paid no attention to the emergence of modern capitalism in the United States, except for what can be found in a few pages about the emergence of a new industrial aristocracy. It should be clear by now that I disagree with this opinion. Democracy in America, as I demonstrated in chapter 1, contains a detailed analysis of the American economy at the time when it had begun its transition to modern industrial capitalism. I will show in this section that Tocqueville has something important to say about several aspects of modern industrial capitalism.

Tocqueville’s contributions in this respect can primarily be found in two brief chapters in Democracy in America, “How Industry Could Give Rise to an Aristocracy” and “Influence of Democracy on Wages.” There is also some additional material in a few other chapters on related topics as well as in Tocqueville’s early drafts and notes for Democracy in America.101

The drafts and notes tend to be more radical than the final text in Democracy in America. While the reader of Tocqueville’s book is, for example, led to believe that its author viewed the development of modern society primarily in terms of democracy and equality, and not in terms of industrial development, the reader of his notes gets a different picture. Tocqueville says, for example, in one of his notes that while “Equality is the great fact of our time. . . . industrial development is the second.”102

In his notes Tocqueville sometimes refers to “capitalists” and “proletarians” rather than to “masters” and “workers,” which is his preferred terminology in the book. He also expresses discontent with his analysis in Democracy in America and says that it would take a full “book” to do justice to the modern industrial economy.103 The reader is led to believe that Tocqueville was well aware of the industrial development in the United States but that he deliberately chose to focus on the development toward equality. The reason for this was that he wanted his book to be informed by one, and only one, major thesis.

The fact that industrial capitalism was still in its early stages by 1830 no doubt also played a role in Tocqueville’s decision to center his work around the transition from aristocracy to democracy. In any case, in his attempt to deal with the modern industrial economy in Democracy in America, Tocqueville takes his point of departure in what he calls the “two new axioms of industrial science.”104 These are the division of labor and the economy of scale, and together they made mass production possible. They also deeply influenced the ways in which workers and capitalists thought about work and life in general.

In the same chapter in which Tocqueville discusses the new axioms of political economy, he also comes close to suggesting a complete theory for what drives the industrial or capitalist type of economy. It is the movement toward equality, he says, that sets the whole process in motion; it does this by making the mass of people feel that they need more things. But common people can only afford cheap goods, and these can only be produced if there is an advanced division of labor and an economy of scale. For mass production to take place, huge amounts of capital must therefore be brought together. Profits will be correspondingly huge.

Note that Tocqueville has worked his theory of equality into the way that he conceives of the process of industrial mass production. This is an indication that he did not simply add on the analysis of capitalist industry to his scheme of aristocracy to democracy. He attempted to merge the two.

But this is also as far as Tocqueville gets in trying to develop a general theory of modern capitalism and accumulation in Democracy in America. He was primarily interested in discussing the two axioms of political economy in a more narrow sense. He was especially interested in exploring the way that the division of labor affects the lives of workers and capitalists. First and foremost, he says, it influences workers’ capacity to think. After working on some specialized task for a long time, the worker becomes very skilled—but also unable to think about anything outside of his job: “The man is degraded as the workman is perfected.”105 Not only does the worker’s mind acquire new and degrading habits, but his body does as well. The worker eventually acquires “habits of body and mind” that make him unfit for anything but work in a factory.106 By now, his mind cannot accomplish much and neither can his body.

While an advanced division of labor limits the capacity of the worker to think, it has the opposite effect on “the master” or the capitalist who constantly has to take on huge and challenging tasks. Boldness in thought and vision are demanded from the latter, as opposed to the capacity to “make pinheads” from the workers. In brief, two groups of human beings with very little in common come into existence with modern industry.107

These two groups are also often in conflict with each other, particularly when it comes to wages. Even when the interests of the workers and the capitalists happen to coincide, they do so in a very special way. The capitalists need the workers to carry out certain tasks, and the workers need the capitalists for their wages—but that is all. No other link exists between the two. They have nothing in common.

The difference between the workers in the small enterprises (which are typical of what Tocqueville called democratic society) and the workers in the huge enterprises (which are the exception) also becomes clear at this point. The former can always withdraw to their plots of land, as we know from chapter 1; this is also one of the reasons why they are able to push up the wages in democratic society in the long run. But this is not possible for workers in the huge enterprises and they have nothing to fall back on when they are laid off. It is not clear from Democracy in America whether wages will also rise in the long run for workers in the huge enterprises.

The owners of the huge enterprises, as opposed to the owners of the small enterprises, will, according to Tocqueville, make enormous profits; this was counter to his notion that society was moving in a democratic and egalitarian direction. Tocqueville’s way out of this dilemma was to assume the existence of yet another aristocracy. Whenever there is some new development in society, he says, a new aristocracy will emerge first, and industry is no exception in this regard.

The new aristocracy—“ the manufacturing aristocracy”—differs in several ways from the “territorial aristocracy” of earlier days. For one thing, the old aristocrats had not only the economic power but also the political power. Second, the old aristocracy constituted a real class, as opposed to the new one. The new aristocracy did not have any traditions and no shared ways of thinking; neither would capitalist families be able to hold onto their fortunes over the generations, as the old aristocrats had done with their landed properties.

In addition to using the idea of aristocracy to square the existence of huge industrial enterprises with his scheme of society moving from aristocracy to democracy, Tocqueville also tried another approach. He labeled modern industrial capitalism an “exception” to what was going on.108 Huge capitalist enterprises did indeed exist—but only in a small part of society. This part might look very important but was in reality only something that had gone seriously wrong, a “monster.”109

After briefly summarizing Tocqueville’s ideas about modern industrial capitalism, we must evaluate them. Tocqueville was evidently unsure how to analyze the new trend toward industry that he encountered in the United States. On the one hand, he tried to explain it as part of the general development toward equality. As discussed in chapter 1, Tocqueville argued that the development, from this perspective, was going in the direction of small enterprises and that wages would slowly but surely rise.

But there was also the disturbing fact of the giant enterprises, owned by a minority of enormously wealthy individuals; Tocqueville was much less sure of how to interpret this part of economic reality. He sensed that it would lead to sharp class struggle and deform the minds and the bodies of the workers, and that the idea of slowly rising wages might not apply to their situation. He was also worried about the new elite of super-rich owners and wondered what its role would be in democratic society.

Tocqueville famously states that the new aristocracy will be “one of the harshest” but also “one of the most limited and least dangerous.”110 By the harshest, he probably meant that it would create mass unemployment, recurrent industrial crises, and misery in general. But it is less clear what Tocqueville meant when he said that the new aristocracy would also be one of “the most limited and least dangerous.” One possibility is that he thought that since the new elite only had economic power and not political power, it would not be in a position to do as much damage as had the old aristocracy. Another could be that the new elite would be so marginal that it would not be able to take power and influence the rest of society.

From Tocqueville’s notes for Democracy in America it also appears that he tried to explore whether it was possible to change the emerging type of industrial capitalism into some new and better form of capitalism. In Democracy in America, he especially deplores the gap between the owners of the factories and the workers. These two groups are nearly as far apart from one another, he says, as the aristocrat and the peasants had been. This gap could only lead to hostility and perhaps even to revolution.

But there might also be some new and different way to proceed, Tocqueville suggested. What he seems to have had in mind was to use organizations (“associations”) to make the workers and “the masters” come together and interact with one another. He writes in one of his notes that “this danger [that comes with huge industries] can only be offset by the discovery of some means (associations or the like) with the help of which one could trade without so much capital ending up in some hands.” After this statement Tocqueville wrote: “immense question.”111



Concluding Remarks on the Other Democratic Economy

When Democracy in America was published in 1835 French economists showed no interest in it. The Revue d’économie politique ignored Tocqueville’s work altogether, while the Journal du commerce only contained a derisory mention.112 French as well as non-French economists have continued to disregard Democracy in America.113

While it is easy enough to understand why Tocqueville’s work was neglected by economists when it was published, as well as why it has continued to be neglected by modern economists, it is harder to understand why so many of the commentators on Democracy in America have insisted that it has nothing to say on economic topics. An important case in point is George Pierson, the author of the seminal Tocqueville and Beaumont in America (1938). Pierson states that Tocqueville “was not interested in material progress” and that Tocqueville’s “neglect of American material development” was his “greatest blind spot.”114 A recent observer says in a similar vein that “there is practically nothing in his first volume [of Democracy in America] and little more in his second volume about American capitalism, manufacturing, banking, or technology.”115

A less radical version of the argument that Democracy in America contains nothing of interest on economic topics is that it contains two brief chapters that are of some relevance, namely “How Democratic Institutions and Mores Tend to Raise Prices and Shorten the Terms of Leases” and “Influence of Democracy on Wages.” This argument builds on the assumption that economics deals with the price mechanism and little else—again with the effect that most of what Tocqueville has to say about the economy is ignored.

It is my hope that the discussion in this chapter and the preceding one is enough to end, once and for all, the argument that Tocqueville has little of interest to say on economic topics in his study of the United States. Not only does Democracy in America contain long and carefully constructed analyses of many economic phenomena, there is also a distinct originality and in some cases even a pioneering quality to Tocqueville’s analysis. He should, not least, be recognized as the first social scientist of stature to have analyzed the emerging entrepreneurial economy in the United States, including the new phenomenon of mass consumption and the importance of a dynamic organizational culture.

Given that Tocqueville spent quite a bit of space in Democracy in America on economic phenomena, which of his analyses, as discussed in chapters 1 and 2, comes closest to the truth? Is it the analysis of what I have called the democratic economy (chapter 1)—the brilliant commercial economy that holds center stage in his study? Or is it his analysis of the economy outside the democratic economy properly speaking (chapter 2)—the economy of oppression?

One obvious answer is that both are important and that the two belong together in a portrait of the U.S. economy (see tables 2.1 and 2.2). Another answer would be that it is very difficult to fit reality—be it economic reality or any other aspect of social reality—into any conceptual scheme, something Tocqueville quickly discovered when he tried to work out the analysis for Democracy in America in terms of aristocracy and democracy. This left him with two options: to only include what could easily fit into his general scheme or to also include what did not fit so easily. He chose the latter strategy, perhaps most strikingly illustrated by his decision to insert the discussion of the manufacturing aristocracy and the workers in the second volume of Democracy in America.

But including sections on the emerging industrial economy without finding a natural place for them in his analysis represented a successful strategy only up to a certain point. Ultimately, Tocqueville’s analytical approach to the United States—including its economy—was deficient, and we are therefore justified in speaking of “the democratic economy” in Democracy in America and also of “the other democratic economy.”


Table 2.1 Economic Growth in the United States during Tocqueville’s Visit (Part I)


	Year
	Gross Domestic Product (Million $)*
	Population (Thousands)
	Output per Worker ($)



	1774
	145
	2,419
	172



	1790
	na
	3,929
	na



	1800
	348
	5,297
	203



	1810
	500
	7,224
	214



	1820
	689
	9,618
	219



	1830
	1,017
	12,901
	238



	1840
	1,553
	17,120
	269



	1850
	2,318
	23,261
	283



	1860
	3,905
	31,513
	346



	Average Annualized Rates of Growth



	1774–1800
	3.4
	3.1
	0.6



	1800–1860
	4.1
	3.0
	0.9



	1774–1860
	4.0
	3.1
	0.8




Source: Thomas Weiss, “The Economic History of the United States: Antebellum Period,” in Joel Mokyr, ed., The Encyclopedia of Economic History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 5:164.

Note: During the antebellum period, which includes the years that Tocqueville visited the United States (1831–32), economic growth (GDP) was around 4 percent per year. In modern terms this means that it was very robust.

* Dollar values expressed in 1840 prices.


Table 2.2 Economic Growth in the United States during Tocqueville’s Visit (Part II)


	
	Population (in thousands)
	GDP (million 1990 international $)



	
	European and African
	Indigenous
	Total
	European and African
	Indigenous
	Total



	1700
	250
	750
	1,000
	227
	300
	527



	1820
	9,656
	325
	9,981
	12,418
	130
	12,548



	1830
	12,951
	289
	13,240
	18,103
	116
	18,219



	1840
	17,187
	257
	17,444
	27,591
	103
	27,694



	1850
	23,352
	228
	23,580
	42,492
	91
	42,583




Source: Angus Maddison, The World Economy: Historical Statistics (Paris: OECD, 2003), 71.

Note: These figures on the economic development in the United States, including the years of Tocqueville’s visit in the early 1830s, show the different economic fates of the various groups in the United States. The indigenous population of the United States shrunk catastrophically during these years (the situation for the African American population is not shown in the table). In calculating economic growth, it should also be added, the contribution of women’s work in the home is usually excluded (for an attempt to measure this during the nineteenth century in the United States, see Nancy Folbre and Barnet Wagman, “Counting Housework: New Estimates of Real Product in the United States, 1800-1860,” Journal of Economic History 53, no. 2 (1985): 275–88. Finally, that fast economic growth may be a “mixed blessing” also to the main population can be illustrated by the fact that life expectancy decreased during 1790–1860, and that the height of men fell during 1830–90 (Robert Fogel, Escape from Hunger and Premature Death, 1700–2100 [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004], 17, 19).

However, this does not mean that Tocqueville’s overall analysis of the U.S. economy lacks interest today.On several points he presented an analysis that in interesting ways challenges today’s social science. One of these has to do with the issue of what forces drove the U.S. economy in the early 1800s. One answer to this question that is increasingly popular among today’s social scientists is that institutions constitute the main driving force in an economy, not just capital or technology. Tocqueville’s answer in Democracy in America, however, goes in a different direction. He argues that it was rather people’s mores (moeurs) that drove the development in the early 1800s. The institutions were important, according to Tocqueville, but less so than the mores. They also came later.

Tocqueville’s analysis on this point is similar to that of Max Weber in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, where it is argued that what set off the transition from “traditional capitalism” to “modern rational capitalism” was first and foremost a change in mentality—the emergence of a new attitude toward economic phenomena. Weber also states that while you could find a modern capitalist mentality in New England in the 1600s, there were not yet any modern capitalist institutions.

One can easily continue with this comparison since there are many other striking parallels between the analysis in The Protestant Ethic and Spirit of Capitalism and the one in Democracy in America. One may, of course, also bring in other works on capitalism, from Capital by Marx to Understanding the Process of Economic Change by Douglass North, in order to present agreement as well as disagreement with Tocqueville’s argument. I will not do so; the point here, once again, is that there is an interesting and powerful idea about what drove the entrepreneurial economy in Democracy in America and that it deserves to be part of the current discussion of capitalism.






Chapter Three [image: ] Tocqueville’s Background in Economics


Now that we have established that Democracy in America contains an important and original analysis of the U.S. economy, a number of questions emerge. One has to do with the origin of Tocqueville’s way of thinking on economic matters. How had Tocqueville come to think in this way about the economy? What had inspired his way of thought? Where did it come from? Another question has to do with the structure or the gestalt of Tocqueville’s economic thought: what are its basic features and how are they interrelated? Finally, where does his way of thinking lead? What kind of economics does it imply: is it an approach of its own or part of a broader but already known family of thought?

These three fundamental questions about Tocqueville’s way of thinking about the economy in Democracy in America—Where does it come from? What is its identity? Where is it going?—have all been touched on in the literature on Tocqueville, and several answers have been suggested for each of them. Can one also argue that they are all connected, and that this constitutes their strength and what makes Tocqueville’s approach to the economy so special? Or should they be analyzed separately?

As to the issue of what shaped Tocqueville’s way of looking at the economy, it is often argued that this is best understood by looking at his social origin, that is, at his aristocratic background. Another way of approaching this question, which can also be found in the secondary literature on Tocqueville, is to look at his knowledge of economics. We know, for example, that Tocqueville studied the work of Jean-Baptiste Say on the ship that took him to the United States, and that he became friends in the 1830s with two of England’s foremost economists, Nassau Senior and John Stuart Mill.

The structure of Tocqueville’s way of thinking—its particular identity, its gestalt—is usually discussed by paying special attention to his methodology. A number of commentators view this as the most valuable part of Tocqueville’s work. One of these was John Stuart Mill, whose statement about Tocqueville’s method was cited in the introduction (“The value of his work is less in the conclusions, than in the mode of arriving at them”).1 Mill was referring to Tocqueville’s work as a whole—but is there also something special in Tocqueville’s thinking or his “mode of arriving [at conclusions]” when it came to economic issues? And would it be useful today to know more about his way of thinking?

The third basic question about Tocqueville’s way of looking at the economy by the time he wrote Democracy in America—Where is it heading and where does it lead—is related to the second question in that it refers to his way of thinking about economic phenomena. The difference is that the question here is whether Tocqueville developed a complete doctrine of economic thought or whether there is such generality to his thinking on particular topics that we can construct such a doctrine with the help of his work.

I have, for example, already argued that Tocqueville does not only deal with economic phenomena in a narrow sense in Democracy in America but also with what Max Weber called economically relevant phenomena and economically conditioned phenomena. Did Tocqueville sense that just as a new science of politics was needed to grasp the U.S. political world, a new economic science was needed to unlock the secrets of its economic world?

To bring these different approaches to the study of the economy into the open, I will counterpose Tocqueville’s way of thinking about the economy to that of John Stuart Mill. In doing so I have chosen to focus on Mill’s article “On the Definition of Political Economy; and on the Method of ‘Investigation Proper to It’ ” (1836), since it expresses an early version of the type of analytical economics that is dominating modern economics. Mill’s essay was written around the time that Tocqueville was visiting America (1831–32) and a few years before the two met and became friends, a reminder of the fact that the nature of economics as a science was still undecided at this particular point in time—and that different analytical approaches were possible.


Tocqueville's Background

In explaining where Tocqueville’s ideas originated, especially his ideas on the economy, it is common to refer to the fact that Tocqueville had a noble background. One ancestor on his father’s side had, according to family lore, taken part in the battle of Hastings in 1066; and one ancestor on his mother’s side—the famous Malesherbes—had defended Louis XVI at his trial in 1792. Tocqueville’s father, Count Hervé de Tocqueville, had successfully reclaimed some of the family fortune after the French Revolution, including the landed property with the family seat in Normandy, Château de Tocqueville. Tocqueville inherited some capital as well as this castle from his parents, something that allowed him to live as a nobleman, even if quite modestly. Though Tocqueville had the title of count, he early decided not to use it.

Tocqueville’s aristocratic background, many commentators claim, deeply influenced his thinking.This includes Tocqueville’s attitude toward economic phenomena, which can be illustrated by his deep hostility toward the French middle class and its love of money.2 Some commentators have also singled out Tocqueville’s private fortune as a factor that influenced his thinking about the economy. Fernand Braudel, for example, says that Tocqueville paid little attention to economic factors in his analysis of the 1848 revolution, and ascribes this “shortcoming” to the fact that “Tocqueville [was] doubtless comfortable in terms of his own material resources.”3

Arguments of this type represent attempts to explain Tocqueville’s ideas from the outside in or with the help of factors outside his mind. By looking at the group from which Tocqueville came, the argument goes, one can deduce what positions he would take on certain issues.

What is problematic with this outside-in approach is, for one thing, that it is undifferentiated—every person is assumed to be a product of his or her class or group. There is also a considerable gap between this type of explanation and the view from the inside, or how Tocqueville himself saw things. Since the focus in this study is on Tocqueville’s thinking, this gap between explanations from the outside in and inside out needs to be reduced.

How did Tocqueville view the role that his background played in his work and when he analyzed economic phenomena? In a previous chapter I cited his statement that he was an “aristocrat by instinct”—to which he added that he had had “an intellectual preference for democratic institutions.”4 This indicates that Tocqueville felt he could transcend his background by the power of his thought, at least up to a point. This is a common experience and what we would expect from someone who was as engaged in serious thinking as was Tocqueville.

However, he never felt at ease with people from a background other than his own. There was a secret affinity—a “freemasonry,” as he once put it—between people who came from the nobility: “The link that exists between all its members is invisible, but it is so close that I have found myself a hundred times more at ease dealing about some matter with aristocrats whose interests and opinions were entirely different than mine, than with the bourgeois whose ideas I shared and whose interests were similar to my own.”5

In a letter written in 1833 Tocqueville also says that he prefers honor to money, another indication that he shared the ethos of the aristocracy. The fact that the letter was written to his future wife and that Tocqueville says that he can tell her “what I truly think” adds authenticity and force to his statement. The key passage reads as follows: “Truly I do not ask of the world either money or power, but only esteem. I want the world to believe that I am really led by motivations which are and will always be the rule of my conduct. I believe that these motivations are high and noble.”6

But in referring to Tocqueville’s background in the aristocracy as an explanation of his work and ideas, one should also note that the ethos of the French aristocracy in the early 1800s was different from what it had been a century earlier. Tocqueville may never have had to worry about having food and shelter in the foreseeable future (or about servants attending to his needs, for that matter). But he also knew that he came from a group whose members had been threatened with expropriation and extinction during the Revolution; Tocqueville once told a friend that if Robespierre had fallen two days later than he did, his father would have been executed.7 It is also clear that the economic fortune of the Tocqueville family had been considerably reduced during the Revolution.8


Among the things which have disappeared with the ancien régime, are its habits of expenditure. Nobody could now decently and comfortably spend above 200,000 francs a year; to waste more he must gamble or give into some absurdity. No expense has been more reduced than that of servants. The femme de chambre—your housekeeper—scarcely exists. Nor is the femme de chambre in the capacity of your lady’s maid commonly seen; the duties are usually divided among the other servants, and so are those of your housemaid. Then we pay much lower wages. I give Eugène [Tocqueville’s manservant] 600 francs a year—but that is quite an exception. The general rate is from 400 to 500.9



It seems clear that Tocqueville’s background did influence his ideas on various economic subjects. Like many authors Tocqueville also believed that he could only produce something worthwhile if he relied on his “instincts,” which made him reluctant to change himself too much.10 But to show exactly in what way these instincts affected his thinking in economic matters is difficult, especially since it means that some way has to be found to link the outside view of Tocqueville’s thinking to the inside view.

One way of at least shortening the distance between the two may be to look at the way Tocqueville handled money in his private life and how he made decisions in private economic matters. By proceeding in this way, we may be able to get a bit closer to Tocqueville himself and piece together his personal economic ethic, which presumably was related to his view of economic topics.

It is possible, for example, to piece together Tocqueville’s attitude toward money from various details about his life. When he and Beaumont negotiated with the French authorities to go to the United States and study its prison system, for example, they eagerly offered to pay for their trip. They later regretted this and tried to be reimbursed for their expenses. Whether they succeeded or not is unclear.11

After his negotiations in 1835 with the French publisher of Democracy in America, Tocqueville described himself as “a great fool in business matters”; he also made no money whatsoever from the U.S. editions of his book.12 And when Tocqueville was about to negotiate the contract for The Old Regime and the Revolution, he made clear that his main concern was not to make money: “I am first and foremost concerned about my reputation, then about my purse.”13

At one point in the 1850s when Beaumont needed to make some money, Tocqueville told his friend that they both should agree that moneymaking must not become the center of one’s life. “I surely would not want . . . to see you devote your life to increasing your fortune,” Tocqueville wrote with empathy, adding that this was his opinion, “even from the point of view of your well-intended interest in your children.”14 When Beaumont, after Tocqueville’s death, described his friend, he emphasized that Tocqueville “retained aristocratic sentiments and there is none as aristocratic as a contempt for money.”15

At around the same time that Tocqueville commiserated with Beaumont, he expressed very similar opinions to his friend Louis de Kergorlay, whose economic situation was bad and who felt that his only option was to go into industry and try to make some money. Tocqueville agreed with this view, but was distressed that his friend would from then on be wasting his life. “I have insurmountable prejudices against work in industry,” he said, noting that this type of occupation had a very negative impact on one’s “feelings and ideas.” If this is what Kergorlay absolutely had to do, Tocqueville concluded, “I cannot encourage you too much to fight internally against what will tend to make you cold and a specialist.”16 Tocqueville, in brief, encouraged his friend to engage in a form of internal migration if he went into business.

As to his own private economy, Tocqueville lived primarily off his inheritance, first from his mother and later from his father. In 1836 he inherited the family seat, Château de Tocqueville, which had some six hundred acres of fertile land. The main part of his income from then on came from renting out this land, which provided him with about 20,000 francs per year.17 During his many years as a politician Tocqueville was able to add some extra income. Tocqueville’s wife did not come from a rich family (even if she brought some resources to themarriage); he basically married for love.18

All of this amounted to an annual income of what would today amount to approximately a few hundred thousand dollars, and this sum allowed Tocqueville and his wife to live in a style that was quite modest but nonetheless acceptable for an aristocratic family.19 Many times they had to economize, and Tocqueville carefully kept track of their expenses.20 Luxury was out of the question, but Tocqueville and his wife seem to have been reasonably satisfied with their standard of living: “No riches but well-being and safety,” as Tocqueville once described his economic situation.21

Tocqueville soon began to love the family seat he had inherited with a passion. It was a small castle, of which there are so many in France, and it had been left empty and unattended since the Revolution. Tocqueville took it upon himself to restore the family seat to its former state and invested quite a bit of money and energy in the effort.

He also loved to farm the land that had not been rented out, and he liked to refer to himself as “a gentleman farmer.”22 He took long meditative walks at Château de Tocqueville and let his wife negotiate the rent with the tenants. She appears to have done so in a high-handed manner that made her husband uneasy.23 Nonetheless, Tocqueville did not want to interfere with her negotiations, nor with the way she handled the expenses of the household in general. “You are my Minister of Finance,” as he once wrote to her.24

In 1848, under the impact of the February Revolution, Tocqueville became worried about the security of his property in France and decided to invest some of his capital abroad.25 On the advice of the two banking houses he contacted, Baring in London and Hottinguer in Paris, he decided on U.S. railroads. These, he was told, were at the heart of the economic expansion that the United States was undergoing at the time.26

Most of Tocqueville’s money was invested in the Michigan Central Railroad Company and the Galena and Chicago Union Railroad. The sum involved was “a considerable amount,” according to Tocqueville, and was probably in the neighborhood of 100,000 francs or close to a million dollars in today’s currency.27 Several times in the 1850s Tocqueville became extremely nervous that he might lose his investments and fired off anxious letters to friends in the United States requesting information and advice.

Making a killing in the market was never Tocqueville’s intention. Nearly all of his investments were in bonds, not shares. Hismain ambition, once the fear of a revolutionary takeover had subsided, was to make “a little bit more” than he could make by investing in bonds in Europe.28 His fear of losing money was great, and toward the end of his life he considered selling his U.S. bonds and replacing them with a “safer” investment.29 Safety and a little bit more—not doubling or trebling his investments—was Tocqueville’s ambition.

In his private life then, Tocqueville, in brief, seems to have shared the ideas of his class with regard to money. He disliked having profit-making as a goal, and his general attitude was more along the lines of the precapitalist oikos or household management. According to this view, you should handle your estate wisely and in this way slowly increase your wealth. The goal for the owner of an estate, Xenophon says in Oeconomicus, is to live a comfortable and honorable life.


[image: ]
Figure 3.1. Stock certificate from the Michigan Central Railroad Company, 1859. In 1848 Tocqueville invested part of his modest fortune in the United States, mainly in the Michigan Central Railroad Company. The signature on this particular certificate is that of Jacob Little (1797–1865), a famous speculator at the time. Little is regarded as the inventor of “the short sale” and he went bankrupt four times. As an investor Little represented everything that the cautious Tocqueville disliked about the stock market. The economic opportunities in the United States were so enormous, according to Tocqueville, that the country had the misfortune of producing a large number of “desperate gamblers.” Tocqueville, Oeuvres complètes (Paris: Gallimard 1986), 7:182.

But this exercise of looking at Tocqueville’s way of handling money and making economic decisions does not allow us to close the gap between the outside view and the inside view. While it does get at the inside view, it does so in an undifferentiated manner. It is also clear that thinking about economic issues as part of making an analysis and as part of making concrete decisions in everyday life are two different activities. Still, there is something about Tocqueville’s personal attitude toward money that is also present in his analysis of society, even if it is hard to be more precise.



The Influence of the Economist on Tocqueville's Thinking

In the literature on Tocqueville’s analysis of economic phenomena, it is common to find statements that Tocqueville was influenced by a few economists whose works he had studied.30 Since he had no formal education in economics—political economy, for example, was not a requirement when he studied law31—the influence is of a different type. Tocqueville, in brief, typically became interested in a particular economist’s work and decided to study it on his own.

The names that most often are mentioned in this context are Jean-Baptiste Say, Alban de Villeneuve-Bargemont, Nassau Senior, and John Stuart Mill. Sometimes references are also made to Adam Smith and Thomas Malthus.32 It has also been established that Tocqueville had two histories of economics in his library—one by Villeneuve-Bargemont and another by Adolphe Blanqui.33

To this may be added that Tocqueville from early on was an avid newspaper reader; economists at the time often wrote in the press, including those who pursued parallel careers as politicians.34 Through his own work as a professional politician during 1839–51 Tocqueville also made the acquaintance of some economists as well as ministers of finance, ministers of trade, and so on. Finally, Tocqueville carefully studied the works of the physiocrats—mainly in the early 1850s, as part of his preparations for The Old Regime and the Revolution.35

To analyze the type of influence these economists may have had on the way Tocqueville thought about economic topics is different from analyzing the influence that his background had on such topics. In both cases it is a question of trying to see how something outside of Tocqueville made its way into his mind and became part of his way of thinking, so to speak, but the movement is quite different. In the case of Tocqueville’s background, we would assume that various attitudes and values in Tocqueville’s family and social environment were gradually incorporated into his mind and personality, and that Tocqueville would draw on these, think about them, and so on.

In the case of the economists, in contrast, Tocqueville had to make a deliberate effort to get to know them well. This would especially be the case with the economists Tocqueville chose to study, such as Say and Villeneuve-Bargemont. It would also seem that Tocqueville could pick up a number of different things from the economists. He could, for example, learn how to go about approaching economic phenomena in general (a method); how to analyze a special phenomenon (e.g., the formation of prices); or just pick up a new concept (e.g., division of labor).

To get to know what Tocquevillemay have learned from the economists we need to look for signs of their impact on his thinking. One such sign would be a statement by Tocqueville that he had been influenced by somebody’s work; another might be an explicit reference to a particular economist in one of his writings. One can also try to locate more general modes of analysis in his writings and see who had inspired them.

A series of difficulties, in brief, emerge when we attempt to establish and specify the impact a particular economist may have had on Tocqueville’s way of thinking. The reader should also be reminded that Tocqueville did not like to discuss which books he had read or how they had influenced him. It is not exactly clear why this is the case, but he did not like to cite his sources.

He also abhorred the idea of simply repeating what someone else had said and not being original. He eliminated, for example, an interesting discussion of the relationship between the state and organizations, including economic organizations, from Democracy in America on the grounds that Michel Chevalier and others had already said the same thing.36

Finally, when analyzing the influence of specific economists on Tocqueville’s way of thinking about the economy, it is also important to mention the state of economics in early nineteenth-century France.37 When Tocqueville was a young man, the impact of the physiocrats—the first important school of economics in France—was on the wane. The notion that agriculture was the main source of economic value was in the process of being replaced by the argument of several economists that industry had to be taken into account. The Wealth of Nations already existed in a number of different translations and was becoming increasingly influential. For example, its argument about the role of the division of labor was generally known.

Economics, however, did not yet exist as an autonomous academic discipline and what at the time was called “political economy” was much broader in nature than what we call “economics” today. One of the physiocrats, Abbé Nicolas Baudeau, had in the 1760s equated political economy with “the moral and political sciences”; this was still to some extent how political economy was seen in France in the early 1800s.38

There was only one chair in economics when Tocqueville was growing up, instituted in 1819 and held by Jean-Baptiste Say. This chair was in “industrial economy” rather than in “political economy,” since the authorities were suspicious of anything “political.” By the time Tocqueville was old enough to study law in Paris in the 1820s, Say was widely read and by far France’s best-known economist.


Jean-Baptiste Say

Of all the economists Tocqueville read, Jean-Baptiste Say (1767–1832) holds a special place. The reason for this is that Tocqueville read his work twice before beginning his travels in the United States, first in the late 1820s and then in 1831 on the ship to America.39 Since Tocqueville not only read but deliberately studied Say in order to teach himself economics, and that he did so before determining how to structure his analysis of the United States, indicates that Say was in a position to make an important impact on Tocqueville’s thinking.

Is this also what happened? Before addressing this question, a few words need to be said about Say’s view of economics. In Cours complet d’économie politique pratique (which is the work that Tocqueville read), Say says that he prefers the name “social economy” to “political economy” because the economy is part of society, and the science of economics is fundamentally a social science.40 Say presents Adam Smith as the Newton of social science because of Smith’s view that the task of science is to generate laws by generalizing from empirical observations. Say also looked favorably on statistics, and his work contains a long discussion of their proper use by economists.41 He was, on the other hand, hostile to what he saw as the overly abstract way of arguing in Ricardo’s work. This way of approaching economics, he said, reminded him of Molière’s doctor who claimed that one of his patients could not possibly be dead since patients with his type of illness lived much longer.

Although Say was deeply influenced by Adam Smith and his general approach to economics, he also made a few significant additions to Smith’s analysis. One has to do with consumption, a topic Smith gave relatively little attention. According to Say, it was important to awaken the needs of the workers and the poor because they had the potential to be enormous consumers. Say was also a pioneer in the analysis of entrepreneurship. It was the task of the entrepreneur, he said, to risk capital, piece together the process of production, and exercise good judgment in doing so.

Did Say’s ideas influence Tocqueville? One thing is clear: Tocqueville did study them to teach himself economics. Among the papers Tocqueville left behind are some notes that he took during his first reading of Say’s Cours complet d’économie politique pratique.42 These have been organized alphabetically, like many of Tocqueville’s notes from the United States, indicating that he had not only read Say but also thought about his ideas and rearranged them for his own use.

These notes cover the first of the six parts that make up Say’s work but it is likely that he had read more, possibly the whole work. In any case, the main topics Tocqueville focused on in his notes are “industry” (including entrepreneurship), “production,” “riches,” and “value.” This is enough to establish influence in the sense that Tocqueville was well aware of Say’s ideas on these topics and had thought about them. Again, this influence took place before Tocqueville settled on the basic structure of the analysis in Democracy in America.

If we grant that Say influenced Tocqueville, did Say’s way of looking at the economy also help Tocqueville think about the economy—to understand how its various parts operated, what its relationship to other parts of society was, and the like? While Say did have a social approach to the economy and used terms such as “mores” and “institutions,” just as Tocqueville did in Democracy in America, his analysis was considerably less sophisticated in this respect.

Say also put more emphasis on the economy as a determinant of the rest of society than did Tocqueville. While Say paid much attention to consumption and entrepreneurship and in this way may have prepared Tocqueville for some of the things he would find in the United States, his analysis was essentially static and not easy to apply to the dynamic U.S. economy. And if Say made Tocqueville study and take notes on “industry,” he also confused Tocqueville by including “agricultural industry,” “manufacturing industry,” and “commercial industry” under this general heading.43

Tocqueville never mentions Say’s name nor cites any of his works in Democracy in America (or elsewhere). Now and then Tocqueville uses the term “social economy,” which Say had coined, and the two were in agreement that economic activities are part of society. While it is not certain whether Tocqueville ever read The Wealth of Nations, it is clear that its analysis of the division of labor made an impact on him; it may well have been Say who transmitted these ideas to Tocqueville. Beyond this, however, it is difficult to see what impact Say may have had on Tocqueville’s thought.44



Alban de Villeneuve-Bargemont

Few readers today are likely to recognize the name of Villeneuve-Bargemont (1784–1850). In his day, however, he was fairly well-known and can be described as an early member of the social Catholic movement who saw as his main task to alleviate poverty in France.45 As part of this enterprise, he also wanted to recast the science of political economy with the help of religion. The result was a curiousmixture of religion and political economy that was not very common (or influential) at the time.

Villeneuve-Bargemont’s main work appeared in 1834 under the title Economie politique chrétienne, ou Recherche sur la nature et les causes du paupérisme en France et en Europe. This was a massive work in three volumes, two of which were devoted to mapping out the new poverty or “pauperism” that had emerged all over Europe along with industrialism.

Like Tocqueville, Villeneuve-Bargemont came from an old aristocratic family and supported the monarchy. Like Tocqueville’s father, he had occupied the prestigious position of prefect; he would also deeply influence Tocqueville’s brother Edouard.46 In the 1840s Tocqueville joined two charitable associations that had been inspired by a disciple of Villeneuve-Bargemont, Annales de la Charité and Société d’Economie Charitable. For a few years in the late 1840s Villeneuve-Bargemont and Tocqueville were both members of the Academy of Moral and Political Sciences.47 They do not seem to have become friends, however, nor to have corresponded.

Tocqueville read Economie politique chrétienne immediately after it was published in 1834 as a way of preparing himself for a small study of poverty he had been commissioned to write.Whether Tocqueville made notes during his reading is not known. The common opinion among Tocqueville scholars is nonetheless that Tocqueville studied Villeneuve-Bargemont very carefully and that he was influenced by his work in several ways.48

One of the ways we can see this influence is in Tocqueville’s Memoir on Pauperism from 1835 (discussed in chapter 5). There is some agreement as well that Tocqueville’s analysis of “themanufacturing aristocracy” in Democracy in America was influenced by Villeneuve-Bargemont. One may perhaps also speak of a general influence of Villeneuve-Bargemont on Tocqueville.

In order to be in a position to judge Villeneuve-Bargemont’s impact on Tocqueville, it is important to outline what he meant by Christian political economy. Villeneuve-Bargemont had a favorable view of Adam Smith’s position that economics was an empirical and positive science. He also agreed with Say that “social economy” was a more adequate name for the science of economics than was political economy. And he was convinced that Christian political economy could only become effective if it assimilated some of the analysis of modern economics.

But Villeneuve-Bargemont was also extremely critical of the thinking he found in Adam Smith, Say, and what he saw more broadly as English or English-inspired economics. The science of economics must deal not only with “material riches,” he repeated over and over again, but also with “moral riches.”49 The situation of the workers in Europe was extremely difficult with a new form of poverty on the rise and massive suffering as a result. The situation was next to desperate, he thought, and something had to be done immediately or there might be a social revolution.

One of the chapters in Economie politique chrétienne, titled “On the New Feudalism,” may according to several commentators have influenced Tocqueville in his famous analysis of “the manufacturing aristocracy” in Democracy in America. This chapter contains a sharp attack on the enormous riches that industry had produced, bringing with it massive poverty. According to Villeneuve-Bargemont, “a new aristocracy has formed itself, which is much more despotic, much more oppressive, and a thousand times harsher than the aristocracy in the Middle Ages.”50 Like the old aristocracy, this new aristocracy dominates the people, lives in luxury, and is very ambitious. But it lacks the redeeming qualities of the old aristocracy, Villeneuve-Bargemont says, such as generosity, a sense of responsibility, and a charitable attitude. The workers in Europe are, as a result, miser able and suffer deeply; they have no money, their health is poor, and they live under unbearable conditions.

Christian political economy is in a position to offer an effective solution to this problem since it differs in its analysis from ordinary political economy. It explains economic reality in its own manner, and it advocates its own set of reforms. It also has a different effect on economic reality than secular political economy; Villeneuve-Bargemont charges modern political economy with being responsible for the existing misery of the workers. It is not the only reason for their misery, he says, but it has certainly helped spread an attitude toward economic life that is deeply destructive: “You will therefore find more poor people where the theories of civilization and political economy, which were born in England, have found their first and most extensive application.”51

According to Villeneuve-Bargemont, it is not enough for a practitioner of Christian political economy to proceed as an ordinary political economist and explain what is happening by looking at such factors as “social existence” and “the vice of institutions.”52 You have to probe deeper than that, and in particular draw on Christian principles. Christian truths can and must be used to explain what is happening in the economy: “In truth, the ills of humanity . . . can only be explained through religion.”53 By setting as its goal to produce ever more material goods, man’s “heart” becomes filled with hubris—and becomes “cold and inattentive to human misery.”

Just as Villeneuve-Bargemont felt that the misery of the European poor could only be fully explained with the help of a new type of political economy drawing on Christian principles, he was also convinced that the only reforms that could improve the situation had to be Christian in inspiration. Christian political economy could help moderate desires and needs, and in this way help reestablish the equilibrium between men.

But for this to happen, Villeneuve-Bargemont emphasized, the rich had to become Christian and learn to be charitable. Workers also had to become Christian and resign themselves to the fact that there will always be inequality in the world. God’s laws, including the ones that govern the economy, are inscrutable, and there is much that human beings will never understand.

How deeply was Tocqueville influenced by Villeneuve-Bargemont and, more particularly, by the analysis of “the new feudalism” in Economie politique chrétienne? Was it here, rather than, say, during his trip in 1835 to the industrial heartland of England, that he got inspiration for the idea of a “manufacturing aristocracy” in Democracy in America?

The answer is neither obvious nor easy to get at.54 First of all, it was fairly common at the time to refer to the new industrial elite as a new aristocracy. Fourier, for example, had done this, as had Saint-Simon and others. One general reason that so many thinkers besides Villeneuve-Bargemont had referred to industry as a kind of new feudalism is that it is not unusual to cast a radically new phenomenon (such as industry in the early 1800s) in terms of something familiar (such as feudalism).

At around the same time that Villeneuve-Bargemont and Tocqueville were writing, it was, for example, common in England to refer to factory buildings as “castles” and “palaces.” What this type of metaphor testifies to, one author suggests, is “the effort to accommodate a new, strange and disturbing or distressing experience to a familiar and economical conceptual structure. [It represents] the effort to ‘tame,’ domesticate or control that experience before it gets out of hand and manifests itself as anxiety.”55

But depicting rich factory owners as a new kind of aristocracy in volume 2 of Democracy in America must have seemed natural to Tocqueville for another reason. He had already used the strategy of labeling something that did not fit into his thinking as aristocracy in volume 1 (the white slave-owning population in the South).

Tocqueville and Villeneuve-Bargemont, it should also be noted, did not agree in their evaluation of the danger that the new industrial aristocracy posed. While they may have used a similar expression, they meant different things. What to Villeneuve-Bargemont seemed an enormously cruel elite (“a thousand times harsher than the aristocracy in the Middle Ages”) was to Tocqueville an economically powerful and oppressive group without much of a political bite (“one of the harshest”—but also “one of the most limited and least dangerous”).

Finally, one may wonder whether Villeneuve-Bargemont’s Christian political economy really helped Tocqueville think through various economic problems. While the two agreed that modern political economy looked only to the needs of the body and neglected those of the soul, they parted ways when they analyzed the implications of this materialism. Villeneuve-Bargemont basically made an appeal to people’s sense of charity; he wanted them to undo the destructive effects of the existing type of political economy by becoming religious and opening up their hearts to the misery of their fellow beings. Tocqueville, in contrast, followed a secular line of analysis that drew on Montesquieu and Rousseau. He used “mores” and “institutions” as explanatory factors for what had gone wrong, and he relied on political action to set things right.

Tocqueville may have felt some instinctive sympathy for Villeneuve-Bargemont’s type of reasoning, since he was a Catholic with social concerns himself. He is also sure to have appreciated Villeneuve-Bargemont’s efforts to carefully map out poverty in France and Europe. But this may also be where the impact of Villeneuve-Bargemont on Tocqueville ended.



Nassau Senior

As far as it is known, Tocqueville never developed anything more than a polite relationship with Villeneuve-Bargemont. He was, however, friends with the English economist Nassau Senior for a long time.56 The two first met in the fall of 1833 when Tocqueville, then twenty-eight years old, was visiting England. Tocqueville looked up Senior on his own initiative, perhaps because he wanted some information about the poor law, a topic that Senior was an expert on. From this time onward, Tocqueville and Senior were in contact, at first infrequently but later quite often, especially in the 1850s.

Since there are some gaps in the correspondence between Tocqueville and Senior, it is not possible to state with certainty how often they interacted. There are, however, a number of recorded conversations between the two; from this material, as well as from other sources, it is clear that Tocqueville and Senior were good friends and very much enjoyed each other’s company.

Nassau Senior (1790–1864) was one of England’s foremost and best-known economists from the 1830s till his death. While his name today is especially associated with the famous Poor Law of 1834, his main identity in his own time was not primarily as a legislator or social reformer but as a political economist in the classical English tradition. In this capacity, he is known in particular as the author of An Outline of the Science of Political Economy (1836).

From this work it is possible to sketch Senior’s worldview as an economist. He argued explicitly against the view that economics should be a “social economy,” along the lines of Say, and was in general far more abstract in his approach than most French economists at the time. Political economy should follow a “narrow path” in Senior’s view and stay away from excursions into history, using institutions, and so forth in the analysis.57 The main focus of political economy should be on “wealth,” not on “human welfare”; and as a science, it should not mix with politics.58 Senior, in brief, was the kind of economist that Villeneuve-Bargemont warned his readers against.

Senior’s way of looking at economic reality was abstract rather than empirical. The task of political economy, he argued, was to elaborate on “a very few general propositions” that are “universally true.”59 The most important of these is “That every man desires to obtain additional Wealth with as little sacrifice as possible.”60 This proposition constitutes the cornerstone of economics, according to Senior: “It is in Political Economy what gravitation is in Physics, or the dictum de omni et nullo in Logic: the ultimate fact beyond which reasoning cannot go, and of which almost every other proposition is an illustration.”61

What impact, if any, did Senior’s ideas have on Tocqueville? We know from a letter Tocqueville wrote that in 1836 Senior sent him “a treatise in political economy” (probably Outline of the Science of Political Economy) and that over the years Senior sent Tocqueville his own writings and material relating to the Poor Law of 1834.62 It appears that when Tocqueville was writing an article on pauperism in great haste in the 1830s (to be discussed in chapter 5), Senior’s ideas on the poor law particularly influenced Tocqueville.

From the letter Tocqueville wrote to thank Senior for sending the treatise on political economy one also gets a sense that Senior may have played the role of a mentor to Tocqueville in economic matters:


You could not have given me anything that I would have liked better than your outline of political economy. I have often told you that I lack sufficient knowledge in this important part of human knowledge, and I have many times thought that you are the man best capable of providing me with it.63



While Tocqueville in this letter seems to invite Senior to teach him more about political economy, it is hard to determine what impact Senior may have had on Tocqueville’s thinking in these matters. Perhaps Tocqueville was simply polite to Senior.

In any case, in trying to find an answer to this question, it should be noted that we have not only the usual type of material to draw on—such as correspondence, references in works, and the like—but also the unique material of some 250 pages of conversation between Tocqueville and Senior. According to Senior, who recorded these conversations, what Tocqueville had to say was always extremely interesting: “His conversation was equal to his writings.”64 Since there is a degree of spontaneity to the spoken word that is absent from what is written, this type of material represents an interesting complement to other sources. Even if it does not allow us to track Tocqueville’s thought, it nonetheless holds out the promise of providing privileged access to some of the things he thought about, including economic matters.

When one takes a close look at these conversations, one quickly realizes that Senior was an attentive listener. He also saw it as his role to prod Tocqueville whenever necessary and encourage him to further develop some train of thought. On the negative side, Senior was not very sensitive to all that was going on in a conversation. He was mainly interested in recording Tocqueville’s “opinions” on specific issues, and typically left out details and the like that set the tone of a conversation and made the whole thing alive. The idea of trying to follow Tocqueville’s thinking, rather than just record his “opinions” on various topics, does not seem to have occurred to Senior.

Senior let Tocqueville read through his accounts of the conversations afterward and correct them. On one occasion Tocqueville added a note indicating that what Senior had recorded was just “friendly conversation” and not the result of an effort “to deal profoundly with [a] subject.”65 This statement is also true of many other conversations Tocqueville had with Senior. They were sometimes just that—friendly conversations, not exercises in thinking.

In one conversation Senior recorded, Tocqueville says that when he grew up, “people studied the means of pleasing as they now do those [means] which produce profit or power.” “Causer and raconter,” he adds, “are among the lost arts.”66 Tocqueville does not mention whether he himself was well versed in the art of conversation, but his main biographer says that “in the salons Tocqueville was a brilliant and if somewhat irregular talker.”67 He was also a welcome guest in many of the most famous salons in Paris. According to an article from 1836 on the salon of Madame Récamier, “[Tocqueville] ismuch sought after and well liked; all the salons want to have him.”68

Serious topics were part of the conversations that took place in the salons in nineteenth-century France. But there was also the heritage of “the art of conversation” associated with the aristocracy and the ancien régime, and two of its fundamental rules were to please through clever formulations and to avoid difficult topics.69 Both of these rules were counter to how Tocqueville viewed the process of thinking. His stylistic ideal, he once told Senior, was to avoid “ornaments” of any kind. The reason for this, he explained, was that “the style [should be] the mere vehicle for thought”; its aims should be “clearness and brevity.”70 The idea of avoiding difficult topics was similarly alien to Tocqueville as a thinker.

But the conversations that Senior recorded do not appear to have been of the type that went on in a salon, which represents a very special type of setting with a very special type of verbal interaction. In one of his writings Tocqueville describes “the spirit of the salon” as being a way to pass the time through conversation that is captivating, interesting, and so on— but not very serious and not necessarily true.71

Talking to a single person has a very different dynamic; it is person-to-person, less restricted in scope, and allows for some thinking aloud. This is especially true for conversations with friends—and Senior was a friend. Tocqueville describes at one point the nature of conversation with friends in the following way: “I do not think that you should speak to friends as you speak in public. In my view, the goal of conversation should be to stimulate thought, evoke the desire to reflect, and raise questions in passing that one may later reflect on.”72

The 250 pages of conversation with Senior are curious also in that they contain practically nothing on economic topics or on political economy of the type that Tocqueville had once asked Senior for help with. And though Senior continued to send Tocqueville material on economics, Tocqueville, to judge from his letters to Senior, avoided economic topics to the point where one wonders whether Tocqueville deliberately stayed away from this subject. Tocqueville wanted a mentor in political economy and appears to have avoided all discussions of economics with his self-appointed mentor—why?

One possible answer can be found in two letters by Senior in which he comments on Democracy in America, a work he liked enormously and read several times. In the first of these Senior thanked Tocqueville for sending him volume 1 of Democracy in America but also raised a few questions on economic topics. One had to do with the economic situation of the poor, and Senior wrote that he objected to Tocqueville’s statement “that in England the wealth of the poor has been sacrificed to that of the rich.”73 The reason why only the rich own land and everybody else seems poor in England, he explained, is that it is more profitable for the poor to work for the rich than for the poor to own plots of land.

Tocqueville immediately wrote back and said that although Senior was “a very competent judge” in economic questions, “you will nonetheless allow me not to share your opinion.”74 Tocqueville gave two reasons for his disagreement, both of which were based on the fact that Senior’s view of what constitutes well-being was much too narrow, according to Tocqueville. First of all, Tocqueville said,


it seems to me that you give to the expression the good [le bien] of the poor a restricted meaning that I did not give to it: you translate it by the word wealth, which applies in particular to riches. I had wished to speak, myself, of all the things that can concur in the well-being of life: consideration, political rights, ease of obtaining justice, pleasures of the mind, and a thousand other things that contribute indirectly to happiness. I believe, until I have proof to the contrary, that in England the rich have little by little drawn to themselves all the advantages that the state of society furnishes to men.75



Senior also argued that the poor could earn more by working for someone else than by owning land themselves; this situation should not be interpreted as a sign that the interests of the poor had been set aside for those of the rich. To Tocqueville, however, the difference between being an owner of land and selling your labor was about more than money:


In taking the question in the restricted sense that you give to it, and in admitting that the poor man temporarily makes more from cultivating the land of another rather than his own, do you think that there are not political, moral, intellectual benefits attached to the possession of the earth, and which more than compensate, and above all in a permanent manner, for the disadvantage that you point out?76



Tocqueville, in brief, differed from Senior in wanting to give the concept of well-being a broader and more social meaning than it had in economics. More generally, one can say that Tocqueville and Senior disagreed on how to define economic issues and what to take into account in analyzing economic phenomena.

Another instance of disagreement between the two took place a few years later when Tocqueville sent Senior the second volume of Democracy in America. After having praised Tocqueville’s work in a letter, Senior said that he also wanted to “add some Politico-Economical remarks.”77 He then went on to criticize the way Tocqueville analyzed how wages are set in the chapter titled “Influence of Democracy on Wages.”

Tocqueville had argued that the strength of workers and the employers was related to their capacity to push up or hold down wages; this capacity, in turn, was related to the resources of the employers, especially if the workers owned small plots of land.

Senior charged Tocqueville with having included “other causes than those to which I have been accustomed to refer” in his analysis of the rate of wages. Senior meant the following items: the supply of capital, the supply of labor, and the productivity of labor. He concluded, “it does not seem to me that the institutions of a country (except slavery or serfdom) have anything to do with the matter.”78 Again, in brief, what was at issue was whether political economy should be narrow or broad in its scope and, in turn, how to explain economic outcomes.

Senior may have drawn Tocqueville’s attention to various key concepts in political economy, and he was clearly his guide when it came to poor law legislation. But it does not seem that Tocqueville agreed with Senior’s general approach to political economy. Many of the factors that Tocqueville wanted to include in the analysis of economic phenomena Senior insisted on excluding, including institutions. Senior, in brief, had a very different view of political economy than did Tocqueville, and by virtue of this, his impact seems to have been minor on Tocqueville’s thinking in these matters.79



John Stuart Mill

Tocqueville’s relationship to John Stuart Mill is of special interest because it involves two of the most extraordinary men of thinking in the nineteenth century. Mill and Tocqueville were also similar in a number of respects. Both, for example, worked on a broad set of issues and made contributions to several types of analysis, especially to what we today call political science, sociology, and economics. Both were also passionate about politics and had active political careers.

To this should be added that Mill, precisely at the time when Tocqueville met him, was in the process of formulating some ideas that would become the foundation for modern economics. He did this, most importantly, in his seminal essay from 1836, “On the Definition of Political Economy; and on the Method of ‘Investigation Proper to It.’ ” Some years later, in A System of Logic, Mill would similarly pioneer what would become the standard argument about where to draw the dividing line between sociology and economics. Tocqueville, as we shall see, reacted in his own way to both of Mill’s important arguments.

When John Stuart Mill (1806–73) read volume 1 of Democracy in America, just after its publication in 1835, he was filled with enthusiasm. He wrote to a friend, “Can you tell me anything of Tocqueville? What is his history? And in what estimation is he held in France?”80

We do not know what the friend answered since the letter has been lost, but we do know that Tocqueville was in England at the time, that he and Mill soon met, and that they immediately took to each other. A short time later, Mill reported back to his friend, “I have become personally acquainted with M. de Tocqueville & like him exceedingly.”81

The years 1835–40 seem to have been the most active and happy for Mill and Tocqueville in their relationship with one another. Mill would later refer to “the intellectual pleasures” that Tocqueville had given him, and Tocqueville would reminisce about their “long interesting conversations.”82 In addition to reviewing Democracy in America in two extensive articles, Mill also succeeded in prodding Tocqueville into writing an article for a journal in England. Its title was “Political and Social Conditions of France,” and Mill personally oversaw its translation into English.

Tocqueville’s article was published the same year as Mill’s “On the Definition of Political Economy” (1836) and in the same journal, the London Westminster Review. Mill was actively involved with this journal at the time, which aimed at a general audience of intellectuals. The Review was also the place where most English economists published their articles.83

The interactions between Mill and Tocqueville seem to have become less frequent from the 1840s onward, but it is hard to be certain about this since some of the correspondence between the two has been lost. In 1841 they quarreled briefly about French nationalism. Tocqueville argued that it was good for the French to feel some nationalism, whatever the cause, since it might wake them up from their materialistic torpor. Mill felt that the French deserved something better than drummed-up nationalism.

Mill sometimes sent what he had written to Tocqueville. In 1843, for example, Tocqueville received a copy of A System of Logic, and in 1856 On Liberty. In the last letter between the two that exists, written by Tocqueville when he was severely ill and two months before his death, he happily acknowledged receiving On Liberty: “Weak as I am, I am going to read it. I feel that liberty is a field in which we cannot but walk hand in hand.”84

Mill’s reviews of the two volumes of Democracy in America still belong to the best that has been written on Tocqueville’s work. According to Mill, Tocqueville had initiated “the beginning of a new era in the scientific study of politics.”85 For this, he deserved to be hailed as a new Montesquieu.

Mill was especially fascinated by Tocqueville’s way of thinking, and he made an effort to study it as closely as possible. What especially attracted Mill to how Tocqueville went about his analysis was the way in which he mixed an analytical approach with an empirical one. In Mill’s formulation, Tocqueville drew on “a combination of deduction with induction.”86 Tocqueville used “empirical facts” as evidence as well as “laws of human nature”; this meant, according to Mill, that phenomena in the United States were both documented and deduced. To Mill, this amounted to “the true Baconian and Newtonian method applied to society and government.”

There was only one thing missing from Tocqueville’s approach and, more generally, from turning “political & social philosophy” into a true science, according to Mill.87 This was that it lacked “the stricter & closer deductions of the English School in political economy.” In brief, “I do wish [that you and some other French writers],” Mill wrote, “would thoroughly master Ricardo and Bentham.”

Mill’s article on the first volume of Democracy in America focuses on Tocqueville’s analysis of politics and avoids all discussion of economic phenomena. In his article on volume 2, in which Tocqueville pays much more attention to economic life, Mill devotes several pages to this aspect of Tocqueville’s analysis. In doing so, Mill essentially takes Tocqueville to task for having misunderstood the causes of modern commercial society as well as its nature. He also criticizes Tocqueville for arguing that democratic politics represents the most important danger to modern society. What threatens to undermine modern society, according to Mill, is much more “the excesses of the commercial spirit” and “the rage of money-getting.”88

Tocqueville was also wrong, Mill pointed out, in arguing that it was “democracy” or “equality” that was driving the changes in “modern commercial society.”89 The French in Canada, for example, were equal but not prosperous, and the English were prosperous but not equal. Hence equality does not necessarily lead to prosperity, Mill concluded, and prosperity is not necessarily the result of equality. “Equality,” Mill summed up, was simply one of the causes of the rise of modern commercial society.
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Figure 3.2. Portrait of John Stuart Mill. John Stuart Mill and Tocqueville met in the mid-1830s and there was a distinct affinity between them, even if they disagreed on a number of essential points. The carte de visite portrait shown here was made by John and CharlesWattkins and probably depicts Mill in his late fifties.

Tocqueville, Mill charged, had also failed to understand that what he depicted as the rise of equality was in actuality the rise of the middle classes and its culture: “America is all middle class.”90 The culture that Tocqueville encountered during his travels in the United States was middle class, not egalitarian, according to Mill, and mainly the result of “national prosperity.”91

How did Tocqueville react to Mill’s reviews? He was clearly very satisfied with the praise from Mill, and he sensed that Mill understood what he was trying to accomplish. In a letter responding to Mill’s review article of the first volume of Democracy in America, Tocqueville wrote, “you penetrate further than anyone in my thought, and seeing clearly what’s there, choose freely what to approve or blame.”92

In his response to Mill’s review of the second volume, Tocqueville similarly wrote that “I have finally been judged by a spirit who has made the effort to penetrate my ideas and submit them to a rigorous test.”93 He added that he was going to bind Mill’s review of the second volume with his own copy of the book. Behind this statement as well as his repeated use of the phrase “penetrating my thought,” one senses that Tocqueville felt that there was a certain affinity between their thinking. They were different, but also alike.

In 1843 Mill sent Tocqueville a copy of A System of Logic, a work that is mainly remembered in the history of social science for the section titled “The Logic of the Moral Sciences.”94 In this part Mill presents his ideas on how the different social sciences should be defined, what their tasks should be, and how they should go about their tasks. From the perspective of Tocqueville and his analysis of economic phenomena, we are mainly interested in what Mill has to say about the analysis of economic phenomena, on the one hand, and social phenomena, on the other.

A System of Logic is the first work in which an economist of stature explicitly refers to “sociology.” It also contains a pioneering attempt to outline what topics sociology should deal with, and how its way of explaining things differs from that of economics. Mill defines “sociology” (a term he equates with “social science”) as “the science of man in society; of the actions of collective masses of mankind, and the various phenomena which constitute social life.”95

According to Mill, the method of sociology should be the same as the one that had been used so successfully in the natural sciences, especially astronomy. In principle, this meant that the analysis should aim at establishing general laws with the help of empirical research (“the Concrete Deductive Method”). For a variety of reasons, however, sociology cannot produce laws according to which you can predict what will happen; it can only establish “tendencies.”96

In his discussion of sociology Mill does not at any time refer to Tocqueville but repeatedly mentions the work of Auguste Comte (1798–1857), whose attempts to establish “sociology” as a positivistic science had deeply impressed him.Mill, who had followed Comte’s work since the late 1820s, was especially enthusiastic about Comte’s three-stage scheme of how society has progressed from the theological stage to the metaphysical stage, and is now in the process of making the transition to the positivistic (or scientific) stage. This way of seeing things, according to Mill, cast “a flood of light” on “the whole course of history.”97

One may wonder why Mill did not refer to Tocqueville in this discussion. Had not Tocqueville presented an equally plausible theory for society’s evolution as had Comte? And had he not argued that it was mores and institutions—not geography and climate—that shaped society, very much along the lines of sociology? Mill would probably have answered “yes” to both of these questions—but still not have referred to Tocqueville in his section on sociology. The main reason for this was that Mill did not see Tocqueville as a sociologist but as a political theorist. Tocqueville himself agreed with this view, and did not see the development of sociology or social science as the goal of his work. He wanted to influence the political course of his country, and in this sense his work was part of political science.98

In his discussion of “political economy” in A System of Logic, Mill not only reproduced his basic ideas from “On the Definition of Political Economy,” he also included a page-long excerpt from one of its most important sections. He reiterated, in short, that in economic analysis you must focus on one factor during the analysis: “the desire of wealth” (emphasis added). By only taking one factor into account in this way, it becomes possible for economics, in contrast to sociology, to both “explain and predict.”99

What was new in A System of Logic was something other than its discussion of the desire for wealth, namely how political economy was related to sociology. Since “political economy” according toMill was part of “sociology,” one might have thought that it would also use the same method. This would have meant that economics should work with empirical material in an effort to establish some general tendency, with the help of an analytical approach. Mill, however, explicitly rejected this option and insisted that economic phenomena must be analyzed with a method of their own.

Economic phenomena, more precisely, should be separated from other social phenomena and “studied apart.”100 This means that all factors other than “the desire of wealth” must be left out of the analysis and that economics, instead of working on empirical material as sociology, should aim at predictions (and then check how well these held up in comparison to what actually happened).

All that we know about Tocqueville’s response to A System of Logic comes from a letter he wrote to Mill in which he expresses gratitude to his friend for sending the book. The letter contains praise, but one also senses a certain unwillingness from Tocqueville to engage Mill’s argument and perhaps an effort to distance himself from Mill’s ideas. Tocqueville writes politely that A System of Logic displays “a simplicity, consistency and clarity of thought that I find admirable”—but that is all.101

Tocqueville does not explicitly refer to political economy or to Auguste Comte, whose works he does not seem to have read. In his letter to Mill he also tactfully reformulates Mill’s basic approach to social science in a way that would make it possible to square it with his own views, for example by leaving out any references to the new science of “sociology” and its supposed affinity to the natural sciences. “I was especially struck,” Tocqueville wrote, “by what you say about the application of logic to the study of man.”102

Tocqueville approvingly mentions Mill’s ambition to make “the study of man” (not “sociology”) into “the first of all sciences” and to give it a better foundation. But it is also clear that he considers A System of Logic with its more than one hundred pages devoted to “the logic of the moral sciences” as just an early and first attempt in this direction. Tocqueville asks Mill, “Why do you not undertake this [larger] task?” and points to Mill’s analysis of freedom and his rejection of fatalism as examples of suitable topics to study.103

But Mill never undertook this task; liberty was a topic that he, unlike Tocqueville, preferred to analyze from a philosophical perspective and not according to the methodological principles of “sociology” or “social science” that he had outlined so carefully in A System of Logic. During the next few years Mill instead turned his attention to political economy, and in 1848 he published a work that would quickly establish him as Europe’s best-known living economist, Principles of Political Economy. In this work, Mill stuck to the ideas he had expressed in “On the Definition of Political Economy,” which means that “sociology” or “social science” is absent from Principles and that economic topics are treated as if they could be lifted out of society and analyzed apart from it.104

Whether one agrees with Mill’s argument in favor of a natural science type of analysis in Principles of Political Economy, it is clear that the position he took did not make it easier for him to analyze a dynamic capitalist economy, such as existed in the United States at the time of Tocqueville’s visit. Mill basically turned away in distaste from what was happening on the other side of the Atlantic. Noting “the very favorable circumstances” of the United States, he dismissed what was going on and charged Americans with being greedy and shortsighted: “All that these advantages have done for them is that the life of the whole of one sex is devoted to dollar-hunting, and of the other to breeding dollar-hunters.”105

When a thinker of Mill’s stature expresses himself in this way, it is a sign that something other than a lack of intelligence is involved. Mill’s statement nonetheless deserves to be cited since it shows the hostility toward capitalismthat existed at the time. It also indicates how hard it apparently was for a straightforward economist to understand what was unique about the U.S. entrepreneurial economy. Tocqueville, with his much broader and social approach to the economy, had in contrast fewer problems on this score.

Did Mill influence Tocqueville’s thinking about the economy? It seems, to repeat, that there was some kind of natural affinity between the two, as exemplified by the fact that they so easily could penetrate each other’s ideas. That Mill had an intuitive grasp of Tocqueville’s mind can also be illustrated by the way he comments on Tocqueville in an essay devoted to the French author Alfred de Vigny (1797–1863), to which we now shall turn.

What had deeply influenced Tocqueville as well as Vigny, Mill suggested, was that both grew up in an aristocratic world with one set of ideas and then entered the modern world where another set of ideas was prevalent. But Mill went beyond simply arguing that Tocqueville’s way of thinking was the result of the clash between two different types of worlds and their ideas. It was more complex than that, he insisted:


To go through life with a set of opinions ready-made and provided for saving them the trouble of thought, was a destiny that could not be theirs. Unable to satisfy themselves with either of the conflicting formulas which were given them for the interpretation of what lay in the world before them, they learnt to take formulas for what they were worth, and to look into the world itself for the philosophy of it. They looked with both their eyes, and saw much there, which was neither in the creed they had been taught, nor in that which they found prevailing around them.106



But even with a subtle analysis of this type, Mill was still unable to single out what it was that made Tocqueville think as Tocqueville. One reason for this is that his analysis of Vigny and Tocqueville was in principle applicable to all members of the French aristocracy who grew up in early nineteenth-century France.

But let us return to the question of Mill’s influence on Tocqueville. It is clear, for example, that Tocqueville took a different stance than Mill on what methodology to use in analyzing economic as well as social phenomena. And there are no signs that Mill ever influenced Tocqueville through his economic analysis. It would appear that Tocqueville, for example, never read nor even leafed through Principles of Political Economy. And there is no sign that Mill ever sent this book to Tocqueville or that Tocqueville bought it himself.107

The conclusion one draws is that Mill did not influence Tocqueville’s thinking about the economy. One reason for this is probably that Tocqueville instinctively thought about economic phenomena in a very different way than did Mill. Another is that Tocqueville had already settled on his own type of analysis by the time he met Mill.

Despite all this, there still seems to have been some secret but distinct affinity between the two; Tocqueville, after all, had wanted to bind Mill’s review of the second volume of Democracy in America together with his own book. Precisely what this affinity was is difficult to say. Perhaps Tocqueville expressed it best when he wrote to Mill, “I will have your article bound together with a copy of my book. They are two things that should go together and which I always want to be able to have under my eyes at the same time.”108




The Three Questions about Tocqueville's Way of Thinking about the Economy

For any thinker of stature, one may wish to establish from where his or her thinking comes, what its identity or gestalt is, and where it leads. This chapter has mainly been devoted to exploring answers to the first of these questions, and it has concentrated on social influences, works in economics that Tocqueville read, and economists he got to know.

Proceeding in this way is helpful in several ways. It allows us, for example, to situate Tocqueville in the economic thought of his time and to get a sense of the economic universe in which he and his contemporaries lived. It also becomes easy to see which of his thoughts were parallel to those of certain economists, which were reactions to these, and which were new and special to Tocqueville himself.

But there are limits to this approach. It does not provide access to what Tocqueville actually thought and what bound his thoughts together into broader and characteristic segments. For a better view of this side of Tocqueville, one needs to explore the second question, namely what constitutes the identity of Tocqueville’s thought; it is to this question that the next chapter is devoted.






Chapter Four [image: ] Tocqueville’s Approach to Economic Analysis


Up till this point an effort has primarily been made to see how Tocqueville’s thinking about the economy was influenced by factors outside him; it is now time to turn the perspective around and look at what was happening inside Tocqueville, so to speak, and what impact this had. Another reason to switch the perspective from the outside in to the inside out is that Tocqueville’s thinking was unique, and the only way of getting at what is unique is to look at Tocqueville as an individual and his view of things.

While I have been following Tocqueville’s relationship to the economists from his first encounter with them up to his death, I shall proceed differently with the attempt to trace Tocqueville’s own thinking from the inside out. I will only discuss what Tocqueville had to say about the economy in his work till 1840, when the second volume of Democracy in America was published (later chapters will focus on his work after 1840).

Tocqueville, first and foremost, wanted to be objective in his analysis. Before leaving for the United States with Beaumont, he wrote to a friend, “We set forth with the intention of examining as fully and as scientifically as possible, all the springs of that vast machine—American society; everywhere talked of, and nowhere understood.”1

But this does not mean that Tocqueville proceeded the way that a modern social scientist would have done when he approached his topic, including its economic dimension. For example, he was very reluctant to read literature on the subject he was working on. Some time after he had finished the first volume of Democracy in America Tocqueville wrote to Beaumont, apropos of his refusal to read any studies on the topic he was working on: “you know this is a principle with me.”2 He also asked his friend to read Michel Chevalier’s book on the United States for him.3 Beaumont similarly skimmed Harriet Martineau’s Society in America and reported his impressions to Tocqueville.4 Both of these works contain important sections on the U.S. economy that Tocqueville could have benefited from studying and reflecting on.

Tocqueville clearly did not want to be influenced by other people, and one wonders whether this does not qualify as an instance of the infamous method of “cerebral hygiene,” and what possible damage it might have done to Tocqueville. The term “cerebral hygiene” is intimately associated with Auguste Comte and refers to his decision to stop reading anything on his subject so that he might better develop his own scientific thought.5 Comte’s use of hygie`ne cérébrale is often held up to ridicule, and its value is seen as dubious, to say the least.

But Tocqueville used this method in a different way than Comte did. First of all, Tocqueville made a distinction between factual material and works in which the analysis had already been made; it was only the latter that he wanted to stay away from. Tocqueville was determined to do his own thinking, based on primary sources, and he did not want any interference from what others had thought on the same issue.

Second, and as the example with Beaumont illustrates, Tocqueville did not entirely avoid reading the works of others. In the case of Chevalier’s book on the United States, Tocqueville asked Beaumont to read it and then report to him what was of relevance for him. Tocqueville, in other words, wanted Beaumont to operate as a kind of filter between himself and Chevalier’s book; he wanted Beaumont to eliminate what could interfere with his thinking—but also to tell him about anything that could be of interest to him.6

While an effort to move from the perspective of outside in to that of inside out may result in certain insights about Tocqueville’s way of thinking, there are also obvious limits to what can be accomplished with this approach. It is in principle impossible to get into somebody else’s head; you have to rely on various signs as to what the person is thinking about. The task then becomes one of trying to reconstruct the process of thinking, based on whatever signs that happen to have survived.

In the case of Tocqueville, my way of handling this task will be to try to look at, and reconstruct, what we may term Tocqueville’s way of working—how he went about collecting and thinking about these facts, and more generally how he produced his analyses. The rationale for proceeding in this way is that it is this particular aspect of Tocqueville’s thinking, as applied to economic phenomena, that we are interested in. Since Tocqueville produced social science and political analyses for some thirty years, one is also justified in speaking of a distinct way of working, as opposed to, say, single moments of great creativity and intuition. While the latter are important, they do not tell us much about the general structure of someone’s thought.

One thing that immediately becomes clear if one proceeds in this way is that Tocqueville made no distinction between how to proceed in the analysis of economic phenomena, on the one hand, and of social phenomena, on the other, as John Stuart Mill did. This means, to put it differently, that if we want to understand Tocqueville’s way of working with economic phenomena, we have to establish his general way of working. Also, and again in contrast to Mill, Tocqueville never produced an analysis of the principles one should follow in making an analysis, that is, a methodological treatise such as A System of Logic.

Tocqueville instead preferred to dive straight into the material and let the analysis come by itself, step-by-step. Or, as he once put it in a letter to Mill,


You know that I never take up the pen to support a system, or to draw, whether wrongly or rightly, certain conclusions. I give myself up to the natural flow of my ideas, allowing myself in good faith to be led from one consequence to another. Therefore, till my work is finished, I never know exactly what result I shall reach, or if I shall arrive at any.7



The acts of writing and thinking were closely related in Tocqueville’s mind, and the way he at one point described what he considered good writing also represents an entry into what he saw as good thinking. Two things characterize good writing, Tocqueville says: “to paint the objects so you can really imagine them . . . and to put the thinking into relief.”8

“To paint the objects” means, according to Tocqueville, that you have to create an accurate portrait of some phenomena, and to do so good primary data are essential. And “to put the thinking into relief” means that an accurate image of phenomena is not enough; there has to be something more for the whole thing to be understandable and stand out to the viewer—an explanation of how something works. Facts as well as theory have necessary roles to play in the analysis (“the thinking”), as well as in the presentation of the analysis to the reader (“the writing”).

The argument that one can find among some commentators that Tocqueville exclusively focused on theory and had no interest in facts— and that these played little role in his work—is an inaccurate one. This is true, for example, for Francçois Furet’s statement that Tocqueville went to America already equipped with a theoretical scheme that he simply confirmed in his study.9 It is also true for Charles--Augustin Sainte-Beuve’s quip about Tocqueville that “he started to think before he had learned anything.”10

According to some, you have to have something to think about in order to think; this was definitely true for Tocqueville. In an early letter to Beaumont he complains that he has a reputation in his family for being a dreamer. But this is all wrong, he says, because he has never been able to just sit and dream away: “I have to have a subject, something special to dream about.”11 In a similar vein, when he was at work on Democracy in America, Tocqueville insisted that “all the purely theoretical sciences” were nothing but a useless “torment.”12

Just as Tocqueville disliked philosophy and mere theorizing, he disliked describing and presenting event upon event, as in bad history writing. His ideal was to unite facts and ideas, and in doing so yield to the facts. “I never gave in to the temptation to tailor facts to ideas rather than adapt ideas to facts,” he states in the introduction to Democracy in America.13

In his notes for Democracy in America, Tocqueville makes a positive reference to Georges Cuvier; what he especially admired about the great biologist and paleontologist was his creative use of theory in analyzing reality. Cuvier, Tocqueville explains, was able to reconstruct a whole animal from one of its organs. Similarly, Tocqueville adds, “he who knows some of the opinions or habits of a people should, I think, be able to grasp the full picture of the people itself.”14

This style of working, to repeat, characterized not only Tocqueville’s work in general but also the parts in which he addressed economic topics. In both cases he favored working very closely with the facts and, with their help, constructing explanations of a more general nature. Tocqueville, in brief, worked in a way that showed some affinity with what later has been called analytical induction and adduction.


Concepts, Causality, and Comparisons

An important part of Tocqueville’s way of working has to do with his choice and use of concepts. In Democracy in America, Tocqueville says that the ideal would be to deal with all details directly, but that is something only God can do. Man, in contrast, has to use concepts.15 In a democracy, he also notes, concepts have a tendency to be very general since everybody tends to think in the same way. To avoid platitudes, according to Tocqueville, language as well as thinking has to be “clear, sharp, and precise.”16

While Tocqueville’s thinking often is clear, sharp, and precise, his concepts are not; one may well ask how it is possible to do effective thinking with unclear concepts. One way to answer this question is to start out from the idea that concepts are words that bring together different meanings for use in an analysis. A concept, to paraphrase the early Wittgenstein, can from this perspective be described as a theoretical picture of the world.

Practically all of the concepts Tocqueville draws on in his analysis were also used in his day among scholars and intellectuals, including “mores” (moeurs), “institutions,” “interest,” “ideas,” “sentiments,” and so on. Tocqueville sometimes accepted the meanings a concept already had, and sometimes he added one or more meanings of his own. Famous examples of the latter, which are related to his analysis of the economy, are “individualism” and “self-interest properly understood.”

Tocqueville also used the same concept at different levels of his analysis, and he tried out new and different ways of relating concepts to one another. The result was often satisfactory at the place in Democracy in America where a particular analysis is found—but confusing if one takes a step back and looks at the work as a whole or at several of its individual analyses at the same time.

Some concepts in Democracy in America are more central to Tocqueville’s thinking than others, and these are typically related to each other. Tocqueville’s most central concepts are “democracy,” “aristocracy,” “mores,” and “institutions.” The first two have already been discussed, and all that needs to be added here is that they are subsumed under what Tocqueville calls “the social state” (l’état social). For Tocqueville this concept has roughly the same role that mode of production does for Marx; it represents primarily a point of departure for the analysis and sets it on its general course.17

The social state is portrayed by Tocqueville as a powerful cause of its own, decisively shaping the central mores and institutions of society. A particular society is a concrete manifestation of some social state or the equivalent of what Marxists, following Lenin, call a social formation. It is a concrete society at some specific point of its development, and it can be characterized as a form of aristocracy or democracy, or as being in transition from aristocracy to democracy.

Economic factors are integral to the concept of the social state and are closely linked to the other factors that make up society. As society develops from aristocracy to democracy, the awareness of the economic factors also grows. This means, among other things, that people become more conscious of what their interests are. The economic factors also develop in different directions over time, as society goes from being based exclusively on agriculture to also being based on commerce, manufacture, and industry.

Mores and institutions are two concepts that belong as closely together in Tocqueville’s analysis as aristocracy and democracy. The core of a society, and what holds it together, according to Tocqueville, is institutions backed by mores. The general idea is that stability and order come from the close and continuous alignment of institutions with mores. It deserves to be emphasized that this idea is useful, among other reasons, in that it also allows you to explore instances when this is not the case. You may, for example, have a situation in which an attempt has been made to impose one type of institution on very different types of mores. You may also have a society in which the mores no longer match the existing institutions. Examples of both can be found in Tocqueville’s work.

Tocqueville uses the term “institution” in primarily two senses: as laws or constitutions, and as laws and constitutions backed by mores. In the former case, which is the more common one, an institution is more or less synonymous with some existing piece of legislation or the general rules on which the political system is based. The latter is close to the way in which the concept of “institution” is used today. Again, the context of Tocqueville’s analysis typically makes clear which of the two meanings is intended.

One type of economic institution is legislation about economic organizations, say a law of the type that many states had regarding chartered corporations at the time Tocqueville visited the United States. If people in a country look favorably upon private property and individual initiative, to take another example from the United States in the early 1800s, laws affirming these mores will have strong support and be stable.

In Democracy in America Tocqueville famously divides mores into “habits of the heart” and “habits of the mind.” The first of these are “mores in the strict sense,” according to Tocqueville, which means that they are directly related to moral values.18 Habits of the mind refer in contrast to “the intellectual state of a people” or to the “opinions” and “ideas” that are common among its members.

One can also find the term “commercial mores” in Democracy in America, and Tocqueville contrasts them with “revolutionary mores.”19 Commercial mores, as we know from chapter 1, are moderate, non-emotional, and geared toward compromise. These are all qualities of habits of the mind. Tocqueville adds that commerce makes people want to be independent since it provides them with “an exalted idea of their individual worth.” To the extent that this sense of individuality is linked to morality, commercial mores may also be said to constitute habits of the heart.

While Tocqueville’s discussion of habits of the heart and habits of the mind in volume 1 of Democracy in America is often commented on, it has less often been realized that he also added one more type of habit in volume 2. This is “the habits of the body” that were mentioned in chapter 2. They are the type of habits, to repeat, that workers tend to develop when they have worked for a long time in one industry that make them unsuitable for any work other than in a factory.

Habit is a central concept in Tocqueville’s work, and Tocqueville and Beaumont refer to the types of habits in economic life in their prison study. This is mainly done in connection with the attempt to reform prisoners through work. If prisoners learned a trade and worked at it on a daily basis, it was hoped they would develop the kind of “habits of obedience and work” that could help them lead a normal and crime-free life once they were back in society.20

But Tocqueville was not only interested in describing phenomena and linking them to other phenomena in new and interesting ways with the help of concepts; he wanted to explain how things operate. This meant linking different phenomena to one another in new ways. To see how Tocqueville went about this, one first needs to look at his view of causality, a concept he had difficulty with for a number of reasons. For one thing, it was little developed in social science analysis at the time. Perhaps Tocqueville also lacked the type of logical thinking of someone like Mill and which may be needed to make headway with a concept such as causality.

To compensate for some of this, Tocqueville drew on his theoretical imagination, and in Democracy in America he works with different types of causality as well as with different approaches to causality. For example, he argued that it was impossible to understand what caused the social state and what more generally had made society move from aristocracy to democracy. This type of questioning, Tocqueville says, belongs to the realm of Providence.

Man, however, can only perceive God’s creation as “through a veil.”21 This means that man cannot as a rule establish direct and exact causation. The analyst has to work with probability rather than try to figure out the endless and intricate chains of causation that are involved in individual cases. Echoing Pascal, he said that “concerning the immense majority of points that is important for us to know, we have only probabilities, almosts.”22

Tocqueville’s intuition on this point was correct, but he lacked the knowledge and perhaps the capacity to pursue the mathematical notion of probability and apply it to social affairs. Instead he suggested that one may want to think about social causality in terms of “first” and “secondary or accidental causes.”23 This way of understanding causality can ultimately be traced to Aristotle, but to some extent Tocqueville also refashioned it for his own use. First causes basically drive society in some general direction, he argued, while secondary causes can slow down this development or redirect it within certain limits—but not stop it.

More precisely, it appears that Tocqueville associated primary causes with general effects of what he called the social state, and secondary effects with the range of alternatives that exist within a social state. Power, for example, tends to be shared in a democratic society (as the result of a first cause), while centralization can be furthered or stopped (as the result of a secondary cause).

These ideas are also linked to an interesting attempt in Democracy in America to connect causality to freedom, which for Tocqueville was by far the most important human value. The main drift of society and its basic structure, he argued, cannot be changed by human effort. This, however, does not mean that there is no room for free will or independent action. As he phrased it in the dramatic last words of Democracy in America: around each individual “a fatal circle” is traced, beyond which he or she cannot change things. But within this circle, people are “powerful and free.”24

Tocqueville’s attempt to link the issue of causality to freedom is also evident in his analysis of the role of race and geography in Democracy in America. To see these as the factors that basically determine what happens in society is not only wrong, according to Tocqueville, it also prevents people from making use of the freedom they have. He did not take the position, in other words, that race and geographical conditions are without effect. What he challenged was the view according to which they constitute the decisive or determining cause.

The general role of geography as a causal factor is also discussed in a central and often cited passage in Democracy in America in which Tocqueville attempts to summarize the relative importance of the factors that have shaped the United States. Three factors, he says, have made the country into what it is today: mores, institutions, and geographical conditions. While all of these have influenced the outcome, they can also be ranked according to their importance. Institutions (meaning laws) have been more important than geographical conditions, according to Tocqueville; and mores have been more important than institutions.

Mores, in other words, were invested with great and decisive causal power in Democracy in America. According to Tocqueville, “The importance of mores is a common truth, which study and experience have repeatedly confirmed. It is a truth central to all my thinking, and in the end all my ideas come back to it.”25

Finally, Tocqueville also used comparisons as a way of dealing with causality. It seems that he discovered how useful the comparative method is some time during his U.S. visit. More precisely, this occurred when he realized that in order to understand something in American society, he first had to know what the equivalent situation was in France.26

When this became clear to Tocqueville, he quickly fired off letters to friends and family in France with requests for information. In one of these letters he explained that “on a multitude of points we do not know what to ask because we are ignorant of what exists in France, and because, without comparisons to make, the mind doesn’t know how to proceed.”27

At this stage of his trip, in brief, Tocqueville seems to have used comparisons in order to better understand the significance of some phenomena in the United States. In a letter in which he thanked his father for sending information on the same phenomenon in France, he said that “the mind only becomes clear by comparisons.”28

Soon, however, Tocqueville began to make comparisons for causal reasons as well, that is, he used them as a tool to better understand what had caused two groups, two countries, or two continents to go in two different directions. Although Tocqueville never formalized his thinking about the comparative approach the way that Mill famously did in A System of Logic, his study of the United States is full of interesting comparisons. His way of using comparisons also represents a distinct advance in relation to his two great predecessors in this area—Aristotle and Montesquieu—in that it went well beyond making comparisons between different types of political systems to also deal with social, including economic, phenomena.



The Role of Facts

Tocqueville’s analysis in Democracy in America does not contain the kinds of impressions and casual descriptions that are typical of travelers’ accounts. Democracy in America belongs to an altogether different type of genre. It is much closer to what we today would call social science, and which in Tocqueville’s day was often referred to as the moral and political sciences.

Collecting facts on whatever topic he was studying was a true obsession for Tocqueville and was closely related to his ambition to be an original thinker. Tocqueville wanted to do his own thinking, and for this to be possible, as he saw it, he could not work with facts that had been preselected by other writers for their specific purposes. He also made no distinction between economic and social facts; what he says about the collection of facts is applicable to social as well as to economic facts.

Tocqueville’s basic rule, when it came to the collection of data, was anything goes—that is, any way to collect data was fine as long as it resulted in providing him with the facts he needed. At the time when Tocqueville worked on Democracy in America, social science was still in its infancy, and writers on social and economic issues had the most rudimentary ideas about what material to use. As a result, Tocqueville constantly had to improvise and invent ways for how to proceed. He interviewed people, sent out questionnaires, studied laws, and pored over legal commentaries, government documents, different types of statistics, and quite a bit more.29

Tocqueville also observed—listened with eyes and ears—whenever he could and wherever he was. Beaumont gives the following description of his fellow traveler: “His mode of observation was peculiar. It is impossible to imagine the activity of mind and body, which, like a burning fever, preyed upon him incessantly. Everything was to him matter of observation.”30

Tocqueville eventually came to develop his own doctrine of observation during his travels in the United States. He soon became convinced that the trick consisted in knowing exactly what to observe, concentrate on this, and ignore everything else. During the beginning of his trip, for example, he met a young attaché from the French Embassy whose account of England he found particularly brilliant. When he was told that the attaché had only spent one week in England, he was taken aback—how was it possible to develop a correct analysis in such a brief time? By the time Tocqueville recorded this anecdote, however, he had changed his mind. “When one knows what to observe,” he now said, one can work very quickly.31

As part of their attempt to observe and document, Tocqueville and Beaumont also put together what may well be some of the first questionnaires in modern social science.32 This is a fact well worth emphasizing, both because the early history of the questionnaire is still little known and because Tocqueville is often accused of being a theoretician with a casual and irresponsible attitude toward facts. Some inspiration in putting together these questionnaires probably came from the tradition of “bureaucratic statistics” that had been initiated by the French state in the late 1600s, and which Tocqueville would later investigate and discuss in The Old Regime and the Revolution.33 Another source of inspiration may have been the positive attitude toward social surveys that characterized the July Monarchy.34

Tocqueville and Beaumont’s interest in questionnaires may also have had another origin. This was their decision, after some time in the United States, to ask friends, relatives, and experts they met to answer questions for them in writing. This often resulted in long reports, rather than in answers to specific questions, as in a modern questionnaire. Still, the basic idea is perhaps not so different.

One of the questionnaires Tocqueville and Beaumont put together has been preserved in the Tocqueville Collection at Yale University. It takes the form of a letter that the two men sent to a number of superintendents and directors of prisons in 1831 as part of their work in documenting recent developments in the U.S. prison system. It contains a large number of questions, including questions about the number of convicts, their crimes, the length of their sentences, and how many were Americans, foreigners, African Americans, Irishmen, and so on. There were also questions about the moral state of the prisoners at the time of their release: had they been truly reformed as a result of their time in jail, had they simply learned to obey the law, and so forth.

Tocqueville and Beaumont also included a number of questions that dealt with the economy of the prisons:


How many officers are employed for the service of the prison?

What is their compensation?

What was the cost of the new prison? (if there be a new one.)

What is the annual expense for the management of the prison—including the salary of officials—clothing & food of the convicts etc—

Does the produce of the labour of the convicts cover the whole expense?

What is exactly the financial state of the prison?

What trades etc are taught to the convicts?

Is their labor sold to a contractor?

What is the most profitable trade or occupation?

Do the convicts earn anything for themselves? If so, how much?

It is of great interest to us to have a statement respecting these questions for each year since the establishment of the Penitentiary system.

If any reports have been sent to the legislature and printed would it not be possible to procure a copy of them?35



One can also see what importance Tocqueville assigned to the issue of collecting facts and analyzing them from the account he gives of these activities in the introduction to Democracy in America. What Tocqueville says here is also of interest more generally for an understanding of the type of analysis he wanted to make. It is here we find what may be called his methodological credo: “do not tailor facts to ideas; adapt ideas to facts.”36

Though Tocqueville’s phrasing of his guiding principle in doing research is somewhat awkward, the general thrust of his thought is clear enough. Priority has to be assigned to the empirical material, not to the ideas. Or, in Max Weber’s more straightforward formulation of the same idea, “theory must follow the facts, and not vice versa.”37

Tocqueville then continues in the introduction to Democracy in America that when it has been possible to establish something with the help of documents, he has always tried to find the original text and include the reference in his study. In matters relating to “opinions, political practices, or remarks on manners,” Tocqueville says, he has tried to locate “the best-informed people” and interview them.38 Reliability was handled in the following way: “on important and controversial matters, I did not rely on one informant alone but based my opinion on all the testimony taken together.”39

Tocqueville’s subtlety in gathering facts can be illustrated with his attitude toward confidential information. He was well aware that people often confide in strangers: “a stranger sitting at a fireside with his host will often hear important truths that might be withheld from a friend. With a stranger it is a relief to break an enforced silence.”40 Tocqueville also addressed a modern concern when he added that he would not name the people who had confided in him (“these notes will never leave my files”).41

While it is well-known that Tocqueville relied to a large extent on interviews in Democracy in America, he has not been given enough credit for the contributions he made to social science research in this respect through his and Beaumont’s prison study. Tocqueville was, for one thing, the first student of prisons to conduct interviews with the prisoners themselves.

He was also among the first—maybe even the first—to use interviews in a systematic way in a social science study. I cannot be more affirmative on this point because not very much is known about the history of the use of the interview as a tool in social science.42 It seems clear nonetheless that Tocqueville was the first social science thinker of stature to use interviews in a systematic way, and that he was to remain so for a long time.

It is difficult to establish the exact number of interviews Tocqueville conducted but it appears to be between two and three hundred.43 Of the people he interviewed roughly one out of ten was considered a particularly good informant. It appears that Tocqueville only gradually developed his skill in asking questions, memorizing the answers, and writing them down later; this is one reason why it is hard to get an accurate count. While it is true that Tocqueville paid more attention to some categories of people than others, his credo was that “there is no man, regardless of where he is in society’s hierarchy, who does not have something to teach us.” He also provided another reason why he and Beaumont were so good at what they were doing: “since we know exactly what we need to know, the smallest conversations are instructive.”44

Tocqueville made one more methodological contribution through his prison study: the importance of taking the view of the actors into account when analyzing a social phenomenon. Tocqueville, of course, did not formulate himself in this way, but this way of proceeding still pervades most of his research. He alluded to it when he said, apropos of the prison study with Beaumont, that it is only by penetrating deeply into the social life of the prison, by “living in some way in the milieu of the prisoners,” that “a superficial view” of the prisoners and “errors” in the analysis can be avoided.45

It was Tocqueville and not Beaumont who insisted on, and also carried out, the interviews with the prisoners. All in all, he interviewed sixty-three inmates at Cherry Hill Prison (or Eastern State Penitentiary) outside Philadelphia in October 1831. The work took about two weeks, and some the results—about forty interviews—were included in an appendix in The Penitentiary System.46

Tocqueville prepared the questions in advance and was alone with the prisoner in the cell. He took “pencil notes of an abbreviated character” during the interview and then wrote out the whole conversation after ward.47 As in his notebooks, Tocqueville often wrote down his own questions (“Q”) and recorded the exact answers (“A”).48 Why Tocqueville chose to include only some of the original interviews and not others in the appendix is not clear.
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Figure 4.1 (opposite page). Excerpt from Tocqueville’s interviews with prisoners. This page, which comes from On the Penitentiary System in the United States and Its Application in France, contains excerpts from the interviews Tocqueville conducted at Cherry Hill Prison in October 1831. Tocqueville was a pioneer in interviewing prisoners as well as using interviews more generally as part of a social science investigation. The numbering of the prisoners refers to their arrival to the prison as well as their seniority. Gustave de Beaumont and Alexis de Tocqueville, On the Penitentiary System in the United States and Its Application in France (Philadelphia: Carey, Lea and Blanchard, 1833), 193.

Some time after Tocqueville and Beaumont had left Philadelphia, Tocqueville tried to find the notes from his interviews. To his dismay he realized that they were lost and that he would have to try to reconstruct them according to memory. He did this—only to find the original notes soon afterward. Having two sets of notes to compare makes it possible to see how effective Tocqueville’s memory was. Beaumont, who is the only one who read both versions, wrote:


On comparing his recollections with these notes it was surprising to see how they corresponded, and with what prodigious fidelity his memory had reproduced the whole that had passed. A few details only had been forgotten, but the leading thought was always there. . . . Alexis de Tocqueville had no memory for words nor for figures, but he possessed the strongest possible remembrance of ideas; when once grasped his mind retained them forever.49



Tocqueville no doubt had the skills of a good ethnographer, but to argue that he should be viewed as an ethnographer of sorts, who basically relied on observation and interviews for his research in the United States, is no more correct than to say that Max Weber only drew on historical research and was an advocate of the subjective approach in sociology. Just as it has been shown thatWeber carried out surveys and used various quantitative measures, it can be shown that Tocqueville had a high opinion of what counted as statistics and used them in his work. Again, it is to the prison study we primarily have to turn for exploring this aspect of his work, especially two of its appendices (“No. XIV, Statistical Notes” and “No. XV, Comparative Statistics on the [American] States”).50

When looking at Tocqueville’s attitude toward statistics, it should be remembered that he did his research on the United States in the early 1830s when the science of statistics was still in its infancy. While there was a rush of enthusiasm in France for numbers of all sorts from the 1820s onward, no one knew exactly what to do with them. Amateurs collected them and novelists commented on them, but modern statistical tools such as regression analysis and correlation were still many decades away.51

The quantitative part of Tocqueville’s work can perhaps best be described as being part of the early and popular trend in French statistics that tried to say something about such social phenomena as crime or suicide with the help of very simple and descriptive tables (“moral statistics”). Tocqueville essentially used averages and ratios, and added and subtracted figures from each other. He calculated, for example, the cost of operating individual prisons (by subtracting “expenses of the prison” from its “produce of labour”), the average cost per year for a prisoner’s “food, clothing and bedding,” and the cost per year of “the surveillance of each prisoner (i.e. watching, salary of officers, &c.).”52 As these examples illustrate, Tocqueville was interested not only in moral statistics per se but also in their economic dimension. While he had no training in collecting statistics, he had studied some rudimentary mathematics in his youth, which came in handy.53

It is clear that Tocqueville viewed the use of statistics as important from, among other things, a letter he wrote to his father when he was collecting information for the prison study. In this letter he notes, apropos of his attempt to gather statistics on the economy of prisons, that “this [part of the analysis] is not based on theories but on figures that are proven and founded on documents.”54 At another point he refers approvingly to “the mathematical demonstration of truth.”55

Another sign of Tocqueville’s positive attitude toward statistics, including economic statistics, is the fact that the prison study is filled with tables that in most cases Tocqueville (not Beaumont) had put together. Tocqueville, as already mentioned, put “an immense labor” into the attempt to establish the exact incomes and expenses for the prisons they visited.56 It should also be emphasized that he constructed his own tables and did not simply reproduce those of others.

Democracy in America also testifies to Tocqueville’s interest in using statistics, even if he could not devote as much time to each topic in this study as in the prison study. In this case it was also not “moral statistics” that he collected, but figures about society and the economy in general. Tocqueville mentions, for example, that he carried out “extensive research” on public expenditure in France and the United States.57 His attempt to locate the statistics (printed figures) on this particular topic ultimately failed, among other reasons, because the U.S. government, as Tocqueville soon came to realize, produced very poor statistics. Tocqueville, who was used to the higher quality of statistics of the French state, made a note that this was a case where centralization worked very well.

But Tocqueville did not limit his search for statistics to economic phenomena. In order to better understand U.S. cultural life, for example, he tried to find out the exact number of books that appeared each year in “science, art, philosophy, religion, literature.”58 While this type of information was available at the time for France, Tocqueville was unable to procure it for the United States.
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Figure 4.2. A page from the English translation of Gustave de Beamont and Alexis de Tocqueville, On the Penitentiary System in the United States and Its Application in France (Philadelphia: Carey, Lea & Blanchard,1833), p, 279. Tocqueville worked extremely hard to establish reliable figures for the costs of American prisons. Many of his notes with calculations on this topic still exist and can be inspected in the Tocqueville Collection at the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale University.

That Tocqueville was thinking about more ways of using statistics in Democracy in America can perhaps also be inferred from one other fact. In 1835, when he and Beaumont were traveling in England and Ireland, they attended a number of sessions on statistics at the meeting in Dublin of the British Association for the Advancement of Science (BAAS).59 The meetings of the statistical section of BAAS included lectures on the use of statistics in studies of India, the Netherlands, crime, education, and much more—many of which were attended by Tocqueville.

Tocqueville was finally also well aware that it was possible to misuse statistics. He warned the reader of Democracy in America that “the mind is easily taken in by the false air of exactitude.” It was therefore especially important, he said, to undertake “rigorous and accurate calculations.”60

In hindsight it is possible to argue that Tocqueville may have missed an opportunity when he decided not to draw more on statistics in Democracy in America. One reason for making this statement is that the idea of using statistics to analyze society was developing very quickly in the 1830s and offered new possibilities for someone with the ambition to explain social reality as rigorously as Tocqueville did. At about the same time that Democracy in America was written, two pioneering works in social science with an innovative approach to statistics had just been published. In both statistics were used, not only to illustrate an argument in the text but to explain certain social phenomena.

One of these was a work that would become a landmark in the history of statistics as well as in social science in general: A Treatise on Man and the Development of His Faculties (1835) by Adolphe Quételet. The second work is less known but important nonetheless: Essay on the Moral Statistics of France (1833) by André-Michel Guerry.61 Whether Tocqueville knew Quételet and his work is not known, but he was on friendly terms with Guerry (who knew Quételet) and had a very high opinion of his Essay.62

Tocqueville and Beaumont had wanted Guerry to participate in a journal on politics and economics that they were thinking of starting in 1833.63 Tocqueville is also reported to have said, apropos of Guerry’s Essay, that “were it not a dishonour to be cast into prison, he would like nothing better than to spend his years locked up, condemned to study une pareille chiffrerie.”64

But it would also have been difficult for Tocqueville to use statistics effectively in Democracy in America, be it on economic or other topics. As already mentioned, the quality of official statistics in the United States was poor, and the lack of a federal statistical office made it extremely difficult to produce figures for the country as a whole. The idea of representative samples did not yet exist, which also made it impossible for Tocqueville to use the method of interviews that he had pioneered at the Eastern State Penitentiary in a rigorous manner.



A Special Style of Working and Thinking about the Economy

Some additional information is needed to complete the picture of the way Tocqueville approached economic topics in his early work. There is, for example, the fact that Tocqueville also did some writing before he went to the United States, more precisely in 1826–27 when he was traveling in Italy. This material is important not least because it allows us to explore the idea that Tocqueville had already developed his own style of thinking at this early stage. He was then able to further develop this style of thinking during the years he spent in and around Paris before going to the United States in 1831, attending lectures, studying the work of Jean-Baptiste Say, and more.

In 1826–27, when Tocqueville was twenty-two years old, he and his brother Edouard took a trip to Italy for a few months. During this time Tocqueville filled two notebooks with impressions, observations, and reflections, and of this material, which amounts to several hundred pages, some twenty pages have survived.65 The manuscript was of uneven quality, and Tocqueville would later write “very mediocre” on the cover of the folder in which he kept the notes.

Beaumont, who had an opportunity to study the whole manuscript after Tocqueville’s death, shared Tocqueville’s opinion about the quality of the work. But he also felt it was valuable in that it allows us “to follow the first steps of so great a writer.” It allows us, more precisely, “to follow the progress of his mind, groping, wandering, erring, and at length, after many wanderings, recovering the right path.”66

By “the right path” Beaumont presumably meant the way that Tocqueville’s method of analyzing things in the manuscript from the trip to Italy foreshadows the analysis in his later works. In Tocqueville’s analysis of the social and economic structure of Sicily in particular, according to Beaumont, one can see the beginning of a style of thinking that a few years later would be fully developed in Democracy in America.

Tocqueville quickly noticed that large areas of Sicily were poor and backward economically; he asked himself why this was the case. He rejected the idea that it was simply the result of the poor quality of land. Instead he ascribed the existing state of economic development to the fact that most of the land was owned by the aristocracy and the church. Both only wanted to get their traditional income and had no interest in innovations. They kept things as they were, and the result was stagnation and poverty.

Tocqueville then contrasted the situation in this part of Sicily to another part he visited that was so inaccessible that neither the aristocracy nor the church had ever shown any interest in the land. Here the economy thrived and there was general prosperity. The reason for this, Tocqueville argued, was that small parcels of land were owned by many owners, and that each had an incentive to work hard and produce as much as possible.

Tocqueville’s notes from Sicily indicate that he thought in social terms early on. He seems to have had a nearly inborn talent for skillfully laying bare the social structure of society and then using this to explain things. This meant, for one thing, that the economy was basically conceptualized and explained in social terms. Tocqueville’s tendency to reject geographical conditions as the main explanation was also closely related to this general way of proceeding.

This style of thinking was much encouraged and strengthened when Tocqueville, immediately after his return from Sicily, attended the lectures of the historian François Guizot in Paris during 1829–30.67 Tocqueville audited Guizot’s lectures and studied his work; it is clear that he was deeply influenced by Guizot’s ideas. One commentator who has studied Tocqueville’s relationship to Guizot says that “his enthusiasm for [Guizot’s lectures] knew no bounds.”68

Guizot’s courses during these years were uncommonly brilliant and are still very instructive.69 What gives them their special quality, and what made them so appealing to Tocqueville, is first and foremost their intensity of thought. There is a constant emphasis on thinking as well as an attempt to develop models that explain why history has taken the course it has.

Tocqueville took copious notes from Guizot’s lectures, and it is clear from these notes (which can be described as a kind of verbatim transcript, with almost no comments) that he listened to Guizot in order to learn.70 He had found a kindred spirit in Guizot, and he opened himself up to his ideas.

When Tocqueville was interested in something, he pursued it with vigor; this was also the case with Guizot. A few months after one series of lectures had come to an end, Tocqueville wrote to Beaumont that he had read “most of Guizot” but added immediately, “we have to reread this together during the winter, my dear friend, because it is prodigious in its analysis of ideas and choice of words, truly prodigious.”71

One can find a number of ideas and concepts in Guizot’s lectures that are also present in Democracy in America that Tocqueville may well have picked up from his self-appointed teacher.72 These include, among others, the idea that society evolves from “aristocracy” to “democracy” and that the character of a society is determined by one “dominant fact” or “dominant principle.”

One also wonders how Tocqueville reacted to Guizot’s somewhat eccentric attitude toward the definition of concepts. According to Guizot, one should stay away from “scientific definitions,” since these are the product of an individual and tend to be arbitrary. Instead Guizot invited his readers to explore “the popular meaning of terms,” which he considered less narrow and ultimately more true than logical definitions.73 In addition, nothing could be more different from Guizot’s approach to definitions than the one that Mill would present in A System of Logic about a decade later. According to Mill, it was absolutely imperative that the analyst use exact definitions and, with their help, lock meanings into place.74

While it is clear that Tocqueville learned quite a bit from Guizot on specific issues, we are less certain about the extent of Guizot’s influence on Tocqueville’s style of thinking. Guizot may have “influenced” Tocqueville the most by reinforcing a type of analysis that was already present in Tocqueville’s mind.

Both Guizot and Tocqueville, for example, were drawn to a style of presentation that can be characterized as a concentration on ideas, closely linked to facts. Guizot viewed the economy as essentially social in nature and subordinate to society. Guizot may have influenced Tocqueville’s attitude toward economic phenomena more than any economist, be it Say, Senior, Mill, or Villeneuve-Bargemont, precisely by not taking an economist’s stance toward the analysis of economic phenomena.

According to Guizot, it was also imperative that the analysis of society should pay attention to external as well as internal factors. By the former he meant, for example, institutions and economic resources, and by the latter people’s ideas and their views on life and society. A society in which only the former were developed, he argued, would be seriously unbalanced.

The historian must, according to Guizot, approach his material in a special spirit: with respect for the facts of history but with ideas of his own. These ideas should always be subordinate to the facts, and only when the factual situation had been laboriously and properly assessed could the analyst start to generalize and “unfold his wings.”75 Guizot had a special talent for extracting institutional structures from historical facts and then theorizing about them.

The lectures by Guizot Tocqueville attended in 1829–30 were devoted to civilization in Europe and in France. By the term “civilization” Guizot meant “the whole of man” or what Marcel Mauss would later call “the total social phenomenon.” This meant that the economy was an integral part of civilization, not something that could be removed and studied separately.

Guizot explained what he meant by the history of civilization in a lecture on July 18, 1829 .Tocqueville recorded what Guizot said in his notes:


The history of civilization . . . should and does try to embrace everything simultaneously. Man is to be examined in all aspects of his social existence. History must follow the course of his intellectual development in his deeds, his customs, his opinions, his laws and the monuments of his intelligence. History must descend into him, must judge the value of the foreign influences that come to him from outside his own milieu. In a word, it is the whole of man during a given period that must be portrayed, and the history of civilization is nothing other than the summary exposition of all these relevant ideas.76



Guizot makes no references to economics or economic life in this quote, but from his lectures and books it is clear that he attached much importance to the economic dimension of civilizations. He was especially interested in the role of property relations and of classes. It is also well-known that Guizot influenced Marx and many other writers during the nineteenth century precisely through his emphasis on class and class conflict. Tocqueville may well have picked up the notion of class, which figures so prominently in his work, from Guizot.

At the time when Guizot gave the lectures that Tocqueville attended, the French universities were in serious decline. This development had started long before the Revolution and continued into the early nineteenth century. The revolutionaries as well as the post-revolutionary leadership of the country had favored the introduction of specialized schools with professional training, such as Ecole Polytechnique (1794) and Ecole Normale Supérieure (1795, 1808). The universities, in contrast, had been left with few resources and little to do. According to one historian, “Research was almost unknown. The lectures at [the] faculties were open to the general public and for the most part tended to be rhetorical, elegant popularizations. Guizot, Cousin and Villemain set the standard of the professor as a man of the world rather than a scholar; moreover, they quickly left the university for parliament.”77

From this description it is tempting to conclude that Tocqueville did not receive a very good education when he was auditing lectures in Paris. But there is another way of looking at the impact that the French university system may have had on Tocqueville. We know, for example, that Tocqueville never entertained the notion of becoming an academic. He had decided early on that he wanted to be a politician; the idea of a close link between the university world and the political world, as exemplified by Guizot and others, suited him well.

Perhaps even more important was the fact that French universities did not supply the rigorous type of professional and specialized training they later would, something that allowed a sensitive thinker such as Tocqueville to maintain and further develop his own ideas and style of thinking. The social sciences had not yet been broken up into well-defined and separate disciplines, and this was probably good for Tocqueville with his talent and affinity for a more general approach.

The early 1800s in France and Europe was still very much the time of the amateur scientists. Much thinking and research, in brief, went on outside the universities, in academies and various private settings. This was especially true for “social science,” a term that first emerged in the late 1700s and was not generally used until a century later.78 While the term “amateur science” has an unfavorable ring to it today, it did present possibilities for those with a good mind and a will to pursue their own thinking—people like Tocqueville.

The early 1800s also witnessed a fertility and creativity in social science that has rarely been matched in later periods. When Tocqueville was starting to develop his own style of thinking, the foundations of modern social science were being laid by people such as John Stuart Mill, Saint-Simon, Karl Marx, and Auguste Comte. More precisely, various strategies for how to proceed in social science were being developed, some of which would later emerge as “winners,” while others have been forgotten. To get a better understanding of Tocqueville’s contribution, and more generally of what was going on when he emerged on the scene, one has to take a look at both of these categories: the ideas that were and were not successful.

There was quite a bit of competition as to what social science should be during Tocqueville’s day. Vico’s New Science (1725) had appeared in a French translation in 1827. Condorcet’s ideas about the historical progress of mankind as well as what he termed “social mathematics” were also still around, although their author had been dead for many years, as were the ideas of the Society for Observers of Man, an early forerunner of anthropology in France (1799–1804).

To this should be added the heritage of the section called Moral and Political Sciences (1795–1803) at the Institut National des Sciences et Arts. Some of the people involved in this section were the so-called ideologues, including Destutt de Tracy. He believed “social science” should be based on a foundation of “ideas,” seen from the perspective of the physiology of the senses and the mind. The term “ideology,” with which the name of Tracy and others are associated, originally meant “the science of ideas” before it became a pejorative term as a result of Napoleon’s attack on “the ideologues.”

Saint-Simon had a very different view of “social science” than the ideologues, and he tried to link it to “industry” and “organization.” His disciple and one-time collaborator, Auguste Comte, severely attacked his mentor’s view of social science and tried to launch his own way of analyzing society in 1822 under the title of “social physics.” In 1839 Comte changed the name of his new science to “sociologie,” a word that he usually (but incorrectly) is seen as having invented single-handedly.79 The reason for the change, Comte angrily stated, was that Quételet in the meantime had appropriated the term “social physics” for his own attempt to found social science on the statistical notion of “the average man.”

In 1836 John Stuart Mill presented the first version of homo economicus in his essay “On the Definition of Political Economy”; this approach would become increasingly influential during the nineteenth century.80 A few years after Mill’s publication, Karl Marx began his critique of political economy in Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 and elsewhere. Important ideas on social science were also developed by other left Hegelians, especially Feuerbach.

Among this effervescence of ideas, several different strategies for how to proceed in the analysis of economic phenomena can be found. Mill, for example, advocated a sharp separation between “political economy” and “sociology,” while Comte, who considered economics a form of metaphysics (or not yet a science), wanted to subordinate it to “sociology.” Comte had a strong dislike for economics, and when he tried to get the French state to create a chair in the history of science (for himself), he suggested that it should be financed by abolishing a chair in economics.

Marx, who thought Comte was a charlatan, presented his own type of analysis in which social analysis was organically wedded to a new type of critical “political economy,” with radical intellectuals and workers as his main audience. A German competitor to Marx’s approach, the so-called Historical School of Economics, also emerged in the 1840s; its members sharply criticized the English economists (minus Adam Smith) for artificially separating economic activities from the rest of society.

Tocqueville’s way of thinking about the economy can be seen as one of the strategies that emerged in the 1830s and 1840s for how to relate society and economy to one another. What is characteristic of Tocqueville’s approach becomes especially clear if one compares it to that of Mill in “On the Definition of Political Economy.” The comparison to Mill is especially instructive since Mill’s approach represents the strategy that would eventually win out in economic analysis in Europe and elsewhere.

In this essay Mill argues for a type of economics that separates out one motive from everything that is going on—“the desire of wealth”—and focuses exclusively on it. In describing this approach, Mill states explicitly that “it does not treat the whole of man’s nature as modified by the social state, nor of the whole conduct of man in society.” This, of course, does not mean that Mill thought that people were only motivated by the desire for wealth: “Not that any political economist was ever so absurd as to suppose that mankind are really thus constituted, but this is the mode in which science must necessarily proceed.”81 It is therefore only on the assumption that the desire of wealth drives human behavior that political economy can truly become a science.

Mill, in brief, wanted to move inside the economic phenomenon in an effort to locate its center or core. This is where science must start. The point of departure in the analysis was to first establish the universal meaning of some economic phenomenon (say “price” or “value”), and then try to establish economic laws by linking this concept analytically to other, similarly derived concepts. When this had been done, one could work back out toward empirical reality.

Tocqueville’s way of thinking about the economy was in many ways exactly the opposite. He was not interested in searching for the essence of an economic phenomenon by moving inside it and then locking its meaning into place, along the lines of Mill. He wanted to work in the opposite direction—to link the concrete economic phenomenon and its meaning to other phenomena and their meanings. Tocqueville did not so much want to establish general economic laws as explain economic phenomena by analyzing them with the help of other phenomena in their general and concrete contexts.

Economic activities, from Tocqueville’s perspective, were consequently part of society at large, and in this sense he was an advocate of political economy in the sense of “social economy.” This meant that in analyzing the economy you had, first and foremost, to take the mores (moeurs) into account (ideas, opinions, habits, and so on). Laws were important as well, but they were secondary to the mores.

In addition, Tocqueville, in contrast to Mill, did not assign a fictitious motive to the actor (such as “the desire of wealth”). Instead he insisted on establishing the actor’s motives in an empirical manner. Tocqueville was also interested in the role of emotions in economic life, not only in its rational and cognitive dimensions, as was Mill.

A final difference between Mill and Tocqueville has to do with their attitude toward data collection. Tocqueville was obsessed with how to collect facts, what facts to collect, and related questions. Mill, in contrast, paid little attention to these types of issues. The reason for this, again, has to do with the different ways in which they perceived the analyst should proceed in order to produce a satisfactory explanation.

To Mill, in brief, the analyst of economic phenomena should first try to move inside the phenomenon, establish its analytical and universal essence, and then gradually reason his way back out toward concrete reality with the help of economic laws.82 To Tocqueville, in contrast, the analyst should observe the phenomenon but remain, so to speak, on the outside, in the sense that the phenomenon should be accepted as it exists in concrete reality. An explanation should then be produced by showing how the economic phenomenon was linked to other phenomena in society and how its meaning was connected to other meanings.



Concluding Remarks

By the time Tocqueville had completed Democracy in America he had developed his own distinct approach to analyzing economic phenomena— what is usually called a methodology but which I prefer to call a way or style of thinking since this provides a more accurate understanding of how Tocqueville proceeded.

In Democracy in America Tocqueville approached his topic in essentially two ways, as discussed in this chapter. First, he wanted to understand the significance of the phenomena he studied. This is why he could not rely exclusively on existing material such as laws, documents, and the like, but also had to somehow get inside people’s heads. Related to this, and what made Tocqueville into such a formidable social scientist, was his realization that in order to make a solid analysis he had to have access to primary facts. He did not want to work with facts that had already been sifted through and rearranged by others according to their analytical needs. This is why he became interested in developing his own questionnaires, making his own interviews, and the like.

But there is also a third important element to Tocqueville’s way of thinking about economic phenomena in Democracy in America. This is his conviction from early on that economic phenomena are not to be separated from social phenomena. To Tocqueville, the economy was as much a part of the human community as, say, its religion or politics. You could use the same methods for gathering data about economic phenomena as for the rest of society (interviews, questionnaires, and so forth), and you could use the same set of key concepts (mores, institutions, and so on).

Tocqueville also assumed that the forces that moved people in one set of their activities (religious, political, or economic) also moved them in another. This way of thinking allowed Tocqueville to apply a different set of principles to economic phenomena than, say, John Stuart Mill, who carefully kept social and economic facts apart. It similarly prevented Tocqueville from breaking out economic phenomena from other social phenomena and developing a separate type of analysis for them.

This is roughly how Tocqueville saw things in 1840, when he had just published the second volume of Democracy in America. As we know today, he still had some twenty years to live and be active, and in the rest of this study I will explore how he used this time to further develop his ideas.

Of particular interest in the study of Tocqueville’s work from 1840 to 1859 (when he died) is the third question about Tocqueville’s thinking I mentioned in an earlier chapter, namely, where does the type of thinking found in Democracy in America lead? What is at issue, in brief, is what can be accomplished in the long run by using an approach such as Tocqueville’s in analyzing the economy, as opposed to following the guidelines of John Stuart Mill in his 1836 essay.






Chapter Five [image: ] Pauperism and the Habits of Property


Researching Democracy in America demanded a massive effort by Tocqueville, and its writing took whatever energy he had left. During most of the 1830s his life was centered on a relentless routine of arranging together material and thinking it through, slowly producing chapter after chapter till the two volumes were finished. Late in 1839 Tocqueville sent off the final installment of the manuscript to his publisher—and the first period in his life as an author and a thinker was over.

But Tocqueville also produced a few other writings during this period, two of which will be discussed in this chapter for what they can tell us about Tocqueville’s thinking about the economy. One was the result of Tocqueville’s trips in the 1830s to England and Ireland, and the other from his attempt, at around the same time, to grapple with the problem of pauperism or poor relief. The trips to England and Ireland resulted in a number of travel notes, and the latter in the publication of the pamphlet-sized Memoir on Pauperism and a second unfinished memoir.

None of these writings constitutes a major work in its own right, even if together they add up to the size of a small book. As to the notes from the trips to England, we know from Tocqueville’s study of America how much more work, in his view, would have been needed to produce a full study of this country. The two memoirs on pauperism are each about the size of a modern academic essay; it was not possible to deal adequately with such a complex topic in such limited space.

Nonetheless, as I shall try to show, these two sets of writings are important in our attempt to trace Tocqueville’s way of thinking about the economy. We know that Tocqueville had great difficulty in squaring his theory that modern society was becoming more democratic and equal with the fact that modern industry was expanding and producing its own type of stark inequality. Tocqueville’s trips to England, which had started to industrialize in the second half of the 1700s, provided him with an opportunity to think more about this issue. So did his two memoirs on pauperism, in which Tocqueville attempted to deal with the problem of how to respond to the rise of poverty that came with industrialization in the nineteenth century.


The Trips to England and Ireland in the 1830s

Although Tocqueville never published anything on England, he was always very interested in this country.1 For example, as a young man Tocqueville wrote a letter of more than twenty pages to Beaumont, in which he recounted the main features of English history to his friend. As a representative in the Chamber of Deputies in the 1840s Tocqueville also made it his task to follow England very closely, especially its foreign policy.

Much of the value of Tocqueville’s travel notes from his trips to England in 1833 and 1835 can be traced to this deep personal interest. This interest was mainly political in nature, but, as always with Tocqueville, the political included the economy. The political power of England, as Tocqueville often had occasion to note, was directly related to its economic strength, abroad as well as domestically.

Finally, Tocqueville was deeply influenced by several important French thinkers, such as Guizot and Royer-Collard who were both very interested in English history for what it could teach the French about their own society. They especially emphasized that England, in contrast to France, had succeeded in establishing an orderly and stable society with no revolutions on the horizon.

To Tocqueville and his friends, England’s positive development had much to do with the policies of its aristocracy, and Tocqueville’s notes from his English trips are of interest, among other things, in that they allow us to follow his analysis of the aristocracy and, more generally, of class very closely. Tocqueville observed, for example, that while the French aristocracy had become like a caste, closed to all outsiders, the English nobility was relatively open. This distinction between open and closed classes was at the heart of Tocqueville’s analysis of the differences between the French and the English aristocracy. It was not so much that it was easy for commoners to join the English aristocracy, he explained, because in reality it admitted few new members. But the mere fact that you could become a member was very important. It raised the hope among people that they could join—and that was enough.

The emphasis on the role of hope in class dynamics represents another example of Tocqueville’s skillful and innovative use of the concept of class. While it is true that many leading economists during Tocqueville’s day also used the concept of class, they did so in an abstract and mechanical way. According to Joseph Schumpeter, who paid special attention to this issue in his History of Economy Analysis, the economists viewed class during the nineteenth century mainly as a theoretical category and failed to see that classes in society are collective entities with a life of their own. To the economists, as Schumpeter put it, classes were “pale abstractions” rather than “red-blooded realities.”2

The one exception among the economists to this trend, Schumpeter said, was Marx; and Tocqueville was in this respect closer to Marx than to the economists of his time.3 Both saw classes as being simultaneously economic, political, and social. They also viewed classes as active in their own right. This last stance aligned well with Tocqueville’s tendency to be more of a methodological holist than a methodological individualist.

Tocqueville was also innovative in the way he saw how language is related to class. His ideas on this topic can best be illustrated by his analysis of the words “gentleman” and its French equivalent, “gentilhomme.” The meanings of these two terms, Tocqueville argued, express the experiences of the English and the French aristocracy, respectively:


The difference between England and France in this matter turns on the examination of a single word in each language. “Gentleman” and “gentilhomme” evidently have the same derivation, but “gentleman” in England is applied to every well-educated man whatever his birth, while in France gentilhomme applies only to a noble by birth. The meaning of these two words of common origin has been so transformed by the different social climates of the two countries that today they simply cannot be translated, at least without recourse to a paraphrase.4



But even if Tocqueville felt that the English aristocracy had decisively shaped the history of its country, he was also well aware that its power to do so was quickly slipping away in the 1800s. English society had begun its evolution toward democracy, as was happening in other Western countries. In fact, this development had already proceeded to the point where the English aristocracy was in the process of being overrun by the middle classes.

The fact that England was changing in the direction of something novel was obvious to Tocqueville, not least from“the cult of money” he encountered everywhere during his travels.5 Money seemed to be the only thing that mattered in England, he noted, and the country already had a powerful “aristocracy of money.” If you wanted to be in politics, you needed money; if you wanted justice, you needed money; and so on. Money was needed for everything, Tocqueville concluded with dismay.

The reason for the domination of money, Tocqueville realized, had to do with the rapid growth of manufacturing and industry. During his first trip to England in 1833, which only lasted a little more than a month, Tocqueville wrote to Beaumont that he was well aware of the fact that he ought to study industry. But he was not sure, he also wrote, how to proceed: “When I come to examine my ideas, I find them so vague that I do not know how to pose the questions I want to ask.”6

Beaumont answered that what Tocqueville was asking about involved “neither more nor less than questions on political economy,” and he gave Tocqueville a long list of suggestions for what to investigate.7 Why not look at the roads, the canals, and the railroads? And what about the government? How about the corporations—who invests in them? And what about the role of the banks? But Tocqueville, it appears, was not very eager to do research on England’s industry, and he returned home after having spent his three weeks mainly in London and Oxford.

During his trip to England two years later, which lasted four months, Tocqueville was traveling with Beaumont, something that always had an energizing and positive effect on him. He now also faced up to the task of studying industry; with this purpose in mind he traveled through the heartland of industrial England: Birmingham, Manchester, and Liverpool. Tocqueville was one of the first social thinkers of stature—maybe even the first—to visit the birthplace of modern industrial capitalism. From this perspective, Tocqueville’s notes from his visit in 1835 have special meaning and invite a comparison with Friedrich Engels’s classic, The Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844 (1845).

It is obvious that Engels’s book is much more significant than the twenty or so pages of notes of Tocqueville’s impressions of Birmingham, Manchester, and Liverpool. Engels had set out to systematically describe the situation of the emerging proletariat in all of the industrial towns of England, and his portrait of Manchester was the result of a thorough investigation of the city.8 In addition, Engels had a more hard-hitting angle from which to approach what was going on than did Tocqueville, namely that of radical political economy.

But even if Tocqueville was not as well equipped as Engels to analyze what was occurring, his observations are instructive and interesting. As always with Tocqueville, when he made his initial observations (as recorded in his notes), he picked up considerably more than what made it into his published analyses, which were typically centered on the aristocracy-to-democracy idea.

Tocqueville’s notes indicate that when he arrived in Birmingham in June 1835 he was eager to learn about everything that was happening. He described the city as “an immense workshop”; “everything is black, dirty and obscure.”9 But Tocqueville was also very impressed by how well organized the city was, something he ascribed to the attempt to regulate the new environment.

Tocqueville wanted to find out how much this regulation cost and how it was paid for, especially when it came to poor relief. With this purpose in mind, he made his own small investigation into the political economy of poor relief, based on some material he found at the Birmingham Literary and Philosophical Society. His main finding, which involved some statistical calculation, was that taxation for poor relief was progressive in nature. To Tocqueville, this was clearly “unfair.” But he also argued that some of the stability of English society derived from the fact that its poor were less burdened by taxation than were the poor in France (see table 5.1).

Also in Manchester Tocqueville did his best to gather empirical material. He and Beaumont met, for example, with an expert on the workers’ medical conditions, Dr. James Phillips Kay. They also attended a meeting of the Manchester Statistical Society and assembled as many documents as they could lay their hands on.10

Tocqueville’s reaction to Manchester was very different from his reaction to Birmingham. While there had been order and regulation in Birmingham, Manchester was much more anarchic and there was little regulation. While Tocqueville’s notes from Birmingham are analytical in nature and low on emotion, his notes from Manchester reflect the strong impact the town had on him through its squalor and misery.


Table 5.1 Taxation for Poor Relief in Birmingham in 1834, according to Tocqueville’s Notes


	Content of Surface
	2,810 acres



	Estimated Population
	118,000



	Estimated Value of Fixed Property
	£5,692,632



	Number of Assessments to Poor Rate
	30,662



	Annual Value of Fixed Property as Poor Assesment
	£281,611



	Number of Assessments of £12 and Upward
	4,374



	Number of Assessments above £5 and under £12
	10,351



	Number of Assessments under £5
	15,937




Source: Tocqueville, Journeys to England and Ireland (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books, 1988), 98–100.

Note: Tocqueville wanted to find out how poor relief was financed in Birmingham, and when he was told that a lecture on this topic had been given at the Birmingham Literary and Philosophical Society, he immediately went there and looked through its minutes. The table reproduced here comes from Tocqueville’s notes from these minutes, and it summarizes the situation in 1834. The population in Birmingham was 118,000, and of these, 30,662 were taxed to pay for poor relief. Tocqueville also wrote down the exact amounts each income group had to contribute to poor relief. For those with an income of £12 or more, this was £31,900; for those with less than £12 but more than £5, it was £8,400; and for those with less than £5, it was £3,700. The number of people in the first category was 4,374, in the second, 10,351, and in the third, 15,937. This meant that those with a higher income paid for most of the poor relief. Tocqueville’s two comments: “That is a tax that is progressive” and “Unfairness of the tax.”

The following excerpt from his notes gives an indication of how Manchester appeared to Tocqueville when he arrived:


Look up and all around this place you will see the huge palaces of industry. You will hear the noise of furnaces, the whistle of steam. These vast structures keep air and light out of the human habitations which they dominate; they envelop them in perpetual fog. . . . A sort of black smoke covers the city. The sun seen through it is a disc without rays. Under this half daylight 300,000 human beings are ceaselessly at work. A thousand noises disturb this damp, dark labyrinth, but they are not at all the ordinary sounds one hears in great cities.11



On one level Tocqueville was deeply impressed by the fact that a place like Manchester could exist: that human beings could construct such enormous factories and an entire industrial city like Manchester. This surely attested to the power and liberty of man, even if it was equally clear that some political structure was needed: “Everything in the exterior appearance of the city attests the [to] the individual powers of man; nothing the directing power of society. At every turn human liberty shows its capricious creative force. There is no trace of the slow continuous action of government.”12

The comment about liberty’s “capricious creative force” will remind the modern reader of Schumpeter’s notion of creative destruction. But from some other notes by Tocqueville one senses that he also had a more visceral reaction to what he experienced in Manchester. This was especially the case with workers’ living conditions. From his correspondence we know that he went into several of their dwellings—and what he saw appalled him: “Twelve to fifteen human beings are crowded pell-mell into each of these damp, repulsive holes. . . . A coal fire lights the hovel and fills it with a damp and stuffy heat. No chairs.”13

When Tocqueville summed up his impression of Manchester, he did so with a formulation that reminds one of Marx more than Schumpeter:


From this foul drain the greatest stream of human industry flows out to fertilize the whole world. From this filthy sewer pure gold flows. Here humanity attains its most complete development and its most brutish; here civilization works its miracles, and civilized man is turned back almost into a savage. It is amid . . . [the sentence breaks off]14



The incomplete sentence may indicate Tocqueville’s indignation. In any case, the quote shows that he was well aware of the close link between industry and the emergence of a new type of poverty.

During his visit to England in 1833 Tocqueville had contacted some “political economists” at Beaumont’s suggestion, one of whom was to become his main guide to understanding how the English dealt with poverty.15 This was Nassau Senior, the primary author of the famous Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834. Senior continuously supplied Tocqueville with material on the new poor law, and in all likelihood they also discussed it in person. Tocqueville may also have had discussions on this topic with John Stuart Mill, whom he met in 1835.


[image: ]
Figure 5.1. A cotton factory in Manchester, 1835. When Tocqueville visited Manchester in 1835 he may well have seen this factory. He also used the book, from which this engraving is taken, as one of his sources for Democracy in America. Edward Baines, History of the Cotton Manufacture in Great Britain (London: H. Fisher, R. Fisher, and P. Jackson, 1835), 494–95.

Tocqueville also visited courts and listened to cases that involved poor relief. His main reaction to the dramas that unfolded before his eyes, and which he describes in his notes, was that poor relief destroyed the morality of poor people and therefore should end. While contemporary observers and historians often make a distinction between poor relief before 1834 and after, Tocqueville did not. It was always wrong for the state to assume a legal responsibility for the poor, he argued, whatever form it might take.

In the circles that Tocqueville moved in, it was commonly thought that people who were poor led immoral lives.16 But Tocqueville also made an effort to form his own opinion. One of the issues he discusses in his notes about the new poor law has to do with the odd way in which the legislation was written, or rather what it left unsaid. It was a type of legislation, he pointed out, that was supposed to work in a way that was not openly stated or acknowledged in the law itself. “The real object” of the law differed, as he put it, from its “ostensible object.”17

The new poor law, in Tocqueville’s opinion, was essentially trying to replace the notion that poor relief was a “gift” with the idea that it was a “loan” that should be repaid.18 But the means of accomplishing this goal was not outlined in the written text. The real goal of the legislators, as Tocqueville had been informed by some of his English friends, was to make the poor not seek poor relief. The conditions in the workhouse was to be so harsh (“distasteful”) that only those who really needed assistance would apply.

After his visit to the industrial heartland of England, Tocqueville continued to Ireland, where he encountered massive poverty, but this time of the old, agrarian type.19 Poverty was everywhere in Ireland and of an intensity he had never before encountered. Tocqueville ascribed many of the social ills he saw to the behavior of the aristocracy. While the activities of this class in England had benefited the country, its activities in Ireland had been deeply destructive.

Side by side in Ireland, Tocqueville found magnificent palaces and the most miserable dwellings. The level of exploitation by the rich of the poor was extraordinary, according to Tocqueville. “There are no moral ties between the rich and the poor,” he was told by an informant.20 To Tocqueville, the true mark of an aristocracy was that it felt responsible for the people and tried to take care of them; this sense of responsibility was completely missing in the Irish aristocracy.


I have seen the Indian in his forests, and the negro in his chains, and thought, as I contemplated their pitiable condition, that I saw the very extreme of human wretchedness; but I did not then know the condition of unfortunate Ireland. . . . Irish poverty has a special and exceptional character, which renders its definition difficult, because it can be compared with no other indigence. Irish misery forms a type by itself, of which neither the model nor the imitation can be found anywhere else.

—Gustave de Beaumont, Ireland: Social, Political, and Religious (1839)21



Tocqueville made a number of interesting observations during his travels in Ireland, including of the poor. This is, for example, what he saw when he visited the Dublin Poorhouse:


The sight within: the most hideous and disgusting aspect of wretchedness. A very long room full of women and children whose age or infirmity prevents them from working. On the floor the poor are seated pellmell like pigs in the mud of their sty. It is difficult to avoid treading on a half-naked body. In the left wing, a smaller room full of old or disabled men. They sit on wooden benches, crowded all together and all looking in the same direction, as in the pit of a theatre. They do not talk at all; they do not stir; they look at nothing; they do not appear to be thinking. They neither expect, fear, nor hope anything from life. I am mistaken; they are waiting for supper which is due in three hours. It is the only pleasure that remains to them; apart from that they would have nothing to do but to die.22



To Tocqueville, the rural miseries of Ireland and in the industrial areas of England did not mean that legislation was called for. At one point in his travel notes, he says that while it may seem reasonable to have the state soften the impact of industry, this would be the easy way out. What instead needs to be done—even if it is “harder” and more “complex”—is to make it possible for the individual to “create his own well-being.” Of these two strategies, it is only the second that “can make citizens or even men.”23

Tocqueville was also fascinated by the fact that England was so successful economically and tried to figure out why this was the case. What exactly was the secret of England’s economic power? At one point Tocqueville mentions that Newton had said that what had made it possible for him to make his discoveries was that he had kept “thinking about [the problem] the whole time.”24 Maybe the English were so successful in economic affairs, Tocqueville suggested, because they did the same. Sustained thought, in other words, might be the key to success in the area of the economy as well.
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Figure 5.2. Trinity College, Dublin. On July 9, 1835, Tocqueville visited a poorhouse in Dublin and then the University of Dublin, including Trinity College. He made the following note in his diary: “From the Poorhouse they took us to the University. An immense, magnificent garden kept up like that of a nobleman. A granite palace; superb church; admirable library. Liveried lackeys; twenty-four fellows. . . . Enormous revenues.” Tocqueville, Journeys to England and Ireland (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books, 1988), 122. The picture comes from The Dublin Penny Journal 1, no. 45 (May 4, 1833): 353.

Another idea that occurred to him was that economic success was somehow linked to liberty. “There must be a hidden relationship,” he wrote in his notebook, “between those two words: liberty and trade.”25 He was so convinced that this was the case that he mocked those who thought that some countries were rich because they had plenty of raw material, natural ports, and similar types of resources: “I am in no hurry to inquire whether nature has scooped out ports for [the Englishman], and given him coal and iron. The reason for his commercial prosperity is not there at all; it is in himself.”26

What, then, made trade and freedom go together, according to Tocqueville? He did not give a full answer to this question and he never would. He did suggest in his travel notes, however, where the solution should besought; and he did so in the following sentence: “Examine whether this people’s laws [that is, England’s laws] give men the courage to seek prosperity, freedom to follow it up, the sense and habits to find it, and the assurance of reaping the benefit.”27

From this statement, it is clear that several factors are involved. It first and foremost takes a certain “courage” to seek your economic fortune, according to Tocqueville. There also must be “freedom” in society to do so. “Habits” and “sense” for how to be economically successful are also important. Finally, people have to feel certain that they can keep what they have earned.

There are many other interesting observations on the economy in Tocqueville’s notes from his trips to England. Although they do not add up to a coherent analysis, this in itself is thought-provoking. In England, as in the United States, there was, on the one hand, according to Tocqueville, a development toward equality (“democracy”) and, on the other, a development toward “the cult of money” and a new type of inequality. These two facts, as we already know from Democracy in America, cannot easily be integrated into one and the same analytical account. In Tocqueville’s notes, in contrast, they are found side by side.

All in all, according to Tocqueville, it was very difficult to find a major thesis or idée me`re that could be applied to England. The United States was in this sense “infinitely” easier to analyze than England because all the roads “end in the same place.” In England, on the other hand, “the roads cross, and you have to follow each of them to get an idea of the whole.”28

In its own way England represented a more difficult challenge to Tocqueville than did the United States. One important reason for this was that industry had by the 1830s developed much further in England than in the United States. If Tocqueville had decided to produce a complete study of England, he would have had to confront the fact that his theory of aristocracy-to-democracy did not account for the inequality that came with capitalism.29



The Two Memoirs on Pauperism

Tocqueville’s second set of writings before he finished Democracy in America have a political as well as an economic dimension to them. They address a topic that was increasingly seen as important in French politics in the 1800s, namely the phenomenon of what was called, with a new and imported word, paupérisme (or poor relief).30 One of Tocqueville’s memoirs had been commissioned by the Royal Academic Society of Cherbourg; the other was similarly scheduled for publication with the academy.31 It is sometimes suggested that Tocqueville, whose castle was situated close to Cherbourg, saw the task of writing on pauperism as an opportunity to show that he would make a good politician.

Tocqueville’s two memoirs—Memoir on Pauperism and what has become known as The Second Memoir on Pauperism—are each about twenty pages long. The first was published in the proceedings of the Cherbourg Academy in 1835, while the second, which was scheduled for publication in 1837, was never completed. The second memoir had to wait till 1989 to be published, as part of Tocqueville’s collected works.32 It has attracted less attention than the first memoir, which is unfortunate since Tocqueville’s way of thinking is more innovative in the second one.

The first memoir attracted some attention at the time, but it was soon forgotten in Tocquevillian scholarship. During the 1980s and 1990s, however, it attracted attention from some scholars with a pro-market mentality; and from this time onward it has figured on the outskirts of the political debate surrounding neo-liberalism and the welfare state.33

The two memoirs on pauperism are closely related and should be read together, even though they are two separate writings. The first raises the question of the need for helping the poor at all, and concludes with a statement that the means currently available for this task are insufficient as well as dangerous. The second memoir picks up where the first leaves off and suggests various solutions to this problem.

The first memoir opens with the observation that rich countries have the greatest number of people who are in need of poor relief. Drawing on material in Villeneuve-Bargemont’s volumes on Christian political economy, Tocqueville documents this “double movement,” as he calls it, with exact figures.34 In a rich country like England, he says, one out of six people is a pauper, while the equivalent figure for a poor country such as Portugal is only one out of twenty-five.

Tocqueville’s great interest in pauperism had much to do with his realization that this was an issue that France was increasingly going to have to address. According to the figures presented in Villeneuve-Bargemont, a much larger percentage of the French population lived off agriculture than did the English, but Tocqueville was concerned that France would soon become like England. Even if the development toward capitalism or aristocracy in industry contradicted Tocqueville’s scheme for how society was evolving, he feared that it nonetheless was true.

As in Democracy in America, Tocqueville’s first memoir contains an account of the evolution of society. Originally there had been equality, but once individual ownership in land was introduced, Tocqueville says, inequality was inevitable. This argument sounds very much like that of Rousseau in Discourse on the Origins of Inequality (1754); this was also Tocqueville’s source.35

At one point in Memoir on Pauperism, Tocqueville contrasts luxury to comfort, just as he does in Democracy in America. While luxury exists at the stage of inequality or aristocracy, he argues, a day may come when all will be able to share equally in comfort. Luxury did not necessarily make life a great deal easier: “One ate with one’s fingers on silver or engraved steel plates, clothes were lined with ermine and gold, and linen was unknown; the walls of their dwellings dripped with moisture, and they sat in richly sculptured wooden chairs before immense hearths where entire trees were consumed without suffusing enough heat around them.”36

Tocqueville also attempts to show how different needs correspond to the different stages of society’s development. Originally, there were only “natural needs,” and these could be satisfied through agriculture.37 As trade and industry began to develop, however, a new type of need emerged, “secondary needs”; it was typically workers and not peasants who produced the goods to satisfy these needs.

While the new needs were less important than the natural needs, they had a tendency to turn into “habits” and thereby become important to the individual. One example of such a need is tobacco. Tocqueville also notes that what is seen as necessary in one country so as not to be considered poor may be seen as superfluous in another.

In the modern world, according to Tocqueville, “needs multiply and diversify,” and there is no end in sight to this development.38 “An immense number of commodities have been introduced into the world,” he also writes—a decade before The Communist Manifesto (1848), but not too far from its spirit.39

The problem with secondary needs is that if workers are laid off, they will not have anything to fall back on. They have no land to cultivate, and industrialists do not consider themselves responsible for the workers in the way that aristocrats had for their peasants. This is what makes pauperism its own, distinct problem.

Tocqueville then turns to the different types of attempts to alleviate poverty. There is the traditional way of dealing with poverty, which is historically linked to Christianity (“individual charity”). He then mentions a new way of dealing with poverty emerging in Europe, in which means are supplied by the state or the local community (“legal charity”). This type of charity, he notes, draws its inspiration primarily from Protestantism. It is “less instinctive, more reasoned, less emotional and often more powerful” than the old-fashioned type of individual charity.40

What has also to be taken into account in an analysis of pauperism, Tocqueville continues, is the way that aid to the poor affects their incentive to work. Man has two incentives to work: one that is linked to “the need to live,” and another that has to do with “the desire to improve the conditions of life.”41 The former is much more common than the latter; this means, with regard to pauperism, that if someone is given enough to survive, he or she will feel no need to work.

Tocqueville says that he prefers individual charity to legal charity for a number of reasons. It is more humane as well as more moral and more effective. But he also makes clear that you cannot solve the problem of poverty in modern society with individual charity only. The increasing presence of workers in particular makes it imperative to find other solutions.

According to Tocqueville, the idea of having a right, including the right to relief from poverty, is typically seen in a favorable light:


There is nothing which, generally speaking, elevates and sustains the human spirit more than the idea of rights. There is something great and virile in the idea of right which removes from any request its suppliant character, and places the one who claims it on the same level as the one who grants it.42



But even if it sounds good that poor people have a right to relief, the reality is different. Having a right does not help, Tocqueville says, “it degrades.”43 The effect of poor relief is destructive to the poor; it makes them live “without hope and without fear.” The individual sinks down into immorality and crime, and “looks at the future as an animal does.”44

It is also difficult for the state to distinguish between poor people who deserve legal charity and those who do not, between those who suffer from “unmerited misfortune” and those who suffer from “adversity produced by vice.”45 But how can a state official separate these two categories from each other, Tocqueville asks, especially since they are often linked together? He writes,


Where will you find the magistrate who will have the conscience, the time, the talent, the means of devoting himself to such an examination? Who would dare to let a poor man die of hunger because it’s his own fault that he is dying? Who will hear his cries and reason about his vices? Even personal interest is restrained when confronted by the sight of other men’s misery. Would the interest of the public treasury really prove to be more successful?46



Tocqueville then launches into a sharp attack on the English poor law system. He refers to his trip to England in 1833 and argues that the English way of dealing with paupers is disastrous. To show this he reproduces a few pages of his travel notes, with impressions from his visits to a court where a number of cases with paupers were decided.

Tocqueville’s verdict about all of the English poor laws—from the very first poor law of during the reign of Elizabeth I to the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834—was negative. “They have imposed on society the obligation of feeding the poor,” which Tocqueville says is the wrong path to take.47 It is wrong because it will eventually destroy the economy and lead to violent revolutions, setting the poor against the rich.

Tocqueville sharply condemned using “legal charity” to fight pauperism and believed that some other way was needed to deal with this problem. The second memoir is devoted to this task; Tocqueville suggests several different strategies for how to proceed. What all of his ideas on this subject have in common, and what makes them innovative, is that they focus on workers owning property as a solution to the problem of poverty.48

Tocqueville begins by looking at the way that the problem of poverty had been addressed in the countryside. In France, he notes, it has been known for a long time that unless people own a piece of land, however small, they are in a position to be abused by the big landowners. “The whims and the greed of the owners,” Tocqueville says, “can suddenly inflict horrible miseries on them.”49

On this particular issue Tocqueville disagreed very strongly with Nassau Senior, who (as mentioned in chapter 3) was of the opinion that there was no reason for a country to have many small landowners. Agricultural workers would be better-off, according to Senior, if they worked for some huge landowner, as in England, than if they owned a small piece of land, as in France.

One of Tocqueville’s discussions with Senior on this topic was overheard by Camillo di Cavour, who summarized it as follows: “M. Tocqueville refuted [Senior’s] argument very well both on moral and material grounds.”50 How important the “moral” part of the argument was to Tocqueville is clear from a remark in the memoir that it is preferable for a country to have many small landowners than a few big landowners and many with no land at all—even if this would mean that many more workers would be needed to carry out the same work. How strongly Tocqueville felt on this point is clear from the example he used to illustrate his point. It was preferable, he said, to have four hundred small landowners doing something that a few big landowners could handle with two hundred hired men.

This argument would appear to go against all economic sense since it blatantly ignores what is most efficient. But the reason it is important to set aside a narrow economic argument, according to Tocqueville, is that economic reality is about more than prices and expenses; it also affects the way an individual thinks and his or her sense of independence. In this particular case, he argues, owning property has a positive social effect on the individual. It changes a person’s mind (“ideas”) as well as his or her behavior (“habits”) in important ways.

Tocqueville explains:


To the extent that these same men [agricultural workers] come to own any parcel of land, however small, do we not notice that their ideas are altered and their habits change? Is it not obvious that with landownership they begin to think of the future? The moment they feel they have something precious to lose, they begin to plan. As soon as they think that they have the means to put themselves and their children outside of poverty’s reach, they take energetic measures to escape it, and through temporary deprivation, seek to ensure a durable well-being. These people are not yet rich, but they already have the qualities that create wealth. Franklin used to say that through order, activity and thriftiness, it is as easy to acquire a fortune as to go to the market place. He was right.51



Tocqueville states that what is at the heart of the problem of pauperism is not so much poverty itself but the negative effects of a lack of property:


It is consequently not poverty that makes the agricultural worker lack foresight and be disorganized, because with a very little piece of land, he may still be very poor. It is the absolute absence of property; it is to have to rely exclusively on chance.52



Workers are, in other words, in the same situation as the agrarian poor, according to Tocqueville. But in addition to the ills that poor people in the countryside experience, workers have to face the additional hardship that comes with “the commercial crises.” In Democracy in America Tocqueville had argued that these were endemic to democratic society, and although they might become less dangerous, they cannot be totally eliminated. In his second memoir Tocqueville adds a few interesting comments about these new commercial crises.53

Several factors can bring about a crisis, according to Tocqueville. There may be a fall in production that results in unemployment and poverty. Or, if the number of workers increases while production remains the same, salaries will fall. Both of these causes are related to the increasing tendency of nations to become more dependent on each other economically—which Tocqueville translated into industry’s dependency on “the whims and needs of foreign nations.”54

Modern nations, he explains, have different tastes and preferences for goods and services; it is not easy for industrialists in one country to know what is happening in another country. It is therefore safer only to trade with people in one’s own country. In the long run, however, the number of commercial crises will probably decrease, since people in democratic countries will tend to develop similar tastes.

Regardless of the added complications commercial crises bring, Tocqueville concludes the first part of his argument with the suggestion that what may help workers from becoming paupers may be the same as what helps the small landowner in the countryside. “In my opinion, the whole problem to be solved is consequently the following: To find a way to give to the industrial worker the spirit and habits of property, just as to the small land owner.”55

Tocqueville was convinced that being an owner would have the same positive impact on “the industrial proletarians” as it had on “the agrarian proletarians.”56 It would make them change their attitudes (“spirit”) toward economic life and move them in a more independent and energetic direction. In addition, it would cement their attitudes over time through repetition (“habits”).

The practical problem to be solved was consequently this: to find a modern equivalent for workers to landownership. Tocqueville had several ideas as to how to accomplish this. One was to allow workers to own parts of the place where they worked. They could also join together and run a business on their own and, in this way, bypass the traditional ownership structure.

According to Tocqueville, the first option—“to give the worker an interest in the factory”—would not work since the individual owners or “the capitalist entrepreneurs of industry,” as Tocqueville also calls them, opposed such an idea.57 They were opposed to having workers invest “the small sums that they would be able to give them [the owners]” as well as to giving workers “a proportional portion of the profits.” Tocqueville deplored this because it was in the owners’ interests to allow the workers to invest in the factories in which they worked and to share in the profit. But he did not regard it as fair or useful to force the owners to do what they did not want to do.

The second option—to let the workers create and own their own “industrial associations”—had been tried in France during the previous few years, Tocqueville noted, and it had failed. There were many reasons for this, such as poor business connections and lack of capital. Tocqueville, who was a strong advocate of people joining together in associations, nonetheless saw this solution as a viable option in the future. It was primarily a question of workers becoming more “enlightened,” he said, and better at “the art of association.” “I think that in democratic centuries such as ours, associations in everything ought to gradually replace the actions of powerful individuals.”58 By “powerful individuals” Tocqueville presumably meant the rich industrialists, whom he feared would become the new aristocrats.

The one realistic option that remained, according to Tocqueville, was to work out a solution with the help of the savings banks that existed all over France. The reason for resorting to these was that they represented a way for workers to save money and thus build up a little “independent property.”59

What might represent a solution, he said, would be to develop a new type of institution based on the model of the savings bank; Tocqueville encouraged his contemporaries to join him in this effort. “Instead of falling asleep in the false certitude [that the savings banks are fine in their current form],” he wrote, “today’s economists and politicians should, on the one hand, help improve the formation of savings banks and, on the other, help create other funds for poor people’s savings.”60

Tocqueville suggested creating a new type of institution that would unite the task of savings banks with that of pawnshops. Workers, according to Tocqueville, currently loaned their money to savings banks at 4 percent, and they borrowed from pawnshops at 12 percent.61Why not merge these two enterprises into one and raise the deposit rate to 5 percent and lower the lending rate to 7 percent? This way of proceeding, Tocqueville said, had been successfully tried in the city of Metz, so it might work elsewhere.

At this point of the argument, Tocqueville’s second memoir breaks off and, as already mentioned, it was never completed or published during his lifetime. Commentators on Tocqueville’s work have speculated that one of the reasons Tocqueville did not complete his essay was that he had set himself a task that he was unable to solve, namely to find an effective remedy to pauperism.

This may be part of it. We also know, for example, that just before he started to write the second memoir, Tocqueville wrote to a colleague that “all that the article in question [the first memoir] contains has already been said by others, and said much better, and much more fully; I have no illusions on this point.” He added, “I confess to you in all frankness that I would have preferred not to have produced this small piece of writing, which very superficially and in a highly imperfect manner touches on one of the most important questions in the modern world or even the most important.”62

When Tocqueville started to work on the second memoir, in short, he may have been extra eager to produce an original work and present some new ideas. But even if he succeeded in this—for example, in his advocacy of workers’ ownership and association—he may have seen things differently.

Another reason Tocqueville did not complete his second memoir may have been that in pushing ahead, he had advanced well beyond the conservative social position he usually took. The advocacy of worker-owned corporations, for example, put him in the company of Buchez, Proudhon, and other advocates of workers’ rights with whom he did not want to be associated. The logic of his argument—to own property is good, and workers should therefore own property—may have pushed Tocqueville further to the left than he wanted.

Finally, Tocqueville may have been unable to finish his second memoir because he was simultaneously working on Democracy in America, which had a very different main thrust. According to the study of the United States, society was developing from aristocracy and inequality to democracy and equality. But this is not where England, and in the long run France, seemed to be heading; and the reason for this pertained to the development of industry.

In the second memoir Tocqueville writes that “industry has conserved the aristocratic form in modern nations, whereas the institutions and customs the aristocracy has given birth to can be seen disappearing everywhere.”63 Just as writing a book on England, in short, would have forced Tocqueville to face the fact that his basic conceptual scheme for understanding modern society, especially its economy, needed to be replaced by a more adequate one, so on a smaller scale did his memoirs on pauperism. And as a result, Tocqueville—who still had to complete Democracy in America—had one more reason not to complete his second memoir.



Concluding Remarks

The ideas about various economic and socioeconomic topics in Tocqueville’s writings on England-Ireland and pauperism testify to the fact that Tocqueville was in a constant process of thinking. This thinking often pushed him in new directions, and even if these two sets of writings are minor, there was also something about them that allowed Tocqueville’s mind to roam free. For the notes from England, their fragmentary and preparatory nature allowed him to express contradictory ideas and facts without having to worry about reconciling them. Tocqueville the observer sometimes saw things that Tocqueville the analyst did not want to handle or that Tocqueville the politician did not want to address. In this respect, the notes from the English trips are not unlike Tocqueville’s notes from the trip to the United States.

The memoirs are different and were written with a special audience in mind, the Royal Academic Society of Cherbourg, and Tocqueville may have wanted not only to analyze a certain problem but also to make a good impression on his readers. (He was planning a political career with Cherbourg as his possible electoral base precisely at the time when he was writing his memoirs.) The conservative tone in the first memoir may have had to do with this fact, just as the more radical tone in the second memoir may have been a reason why Tocqueville did not want to publish it. The idea of using property to fight poverty was innovative—but it could also come close to socialism.

This brings us to the theme of the next few chapters, which are devoted to the period of Tocqueville’s life when he worked as a politician on a full-time basis. In 1839 Tocqueville could finally begin the political career he had longed for since he was a young man. Throughout his life he saw himself first and foremost as a political person, and in 1829 he had written to Beaumont that they must prepare themselves for a life in politics: “We have to develop the political man in ourselves.”64 How would working as a politician affect Tocqueville’s analysis of modern society, especially its economy? Would it help him overcome the limits to his scheme of aristocracy-to-democracy? This is the main question addressed in the next few chapters.






Chapter Six [image: ] Politics in a Democratic Economy


From early on Tocqueville dreamed of becoming a politician, and it is clear he hoped that Democracy in America would be his entry into political life. The French admired their authors in the 1800s and found it natural that they also should play a role in public life, so his calculations were not vain.1 And when the first volume of Democracy in America was published in 1835, to great acclaim and proclamations that a new Montesquieu had been born, his hope of having a political career seemed about to become reality.

In one of the chapters in his celebrated book Tocqueville compares the politician or legislator to the captain of a ship: “The legislator is like a navigator on the high seas. He can steer the vessel on which he sails, but he cannot alter its construction, raise the wind, or stop the ocean from swelling beneath his feet.”2

The captain on this ship of state may well have been Tocqueville himself as he looked ahead in the 1830s to his future as a politician. And the ship he was steering was France, which had to make its way securely from the Old World of Aristocracy to the New World of Democracy on a journey that all modern nations had to undertake.

A stormy passage was to be expected, especially for France, which had already endured more than one revolution. But for Tocqueville the danger that accompanied political life was part of what made it worthwhile. He had come to admire and even desire the stormy periods of history when political passions were aroused. Only in these circumstances, he believed, would people be shaken out of their natural lethargy and do what was truly extraordinary and worthwhile. Revolutions were dangerous—but they made people forget their own narrow economic interests and behave in a truly disinterested manner.

Tocqueville’s idea of the cleansing and elevating role of what he called “the political passions” (“passions politiques”) occupies a very important role in his political thought, and it had an impact on practically every political topic he touched on. In Democracy in America, for example, he distinguishes between “great parties” and “minor parties”: the former arouse passions, bring forth great men, and make people act in a disinterested way, and the small parties are mediocre, boring, and appeal to people’s self-interest and material needs.3 He also speaks of the important role oratory plays in politics. To be a great politician in Tocqueville’s day you had to have the capacity to arouse the political passions of other people through speeches that made the audience see you as a leader.

The political passions, as these examples make clear, stood in direct opposition for Tocqueville to economic values. More precisely, they stood in direct opposition to a life in which economic values were more important than political values. Tocqueville was through and through a political man and not an economic man.

Tocqueville’s ideas about passions politiques became increasingly important as he became active as a politician. They influenced his thinking in several ways, as we soon shall see. What especially worried Tocqueville the politician was that excessive attention to economic values would make the French people abandon their historical commitment to freedom and open up the political scene to ruthless and dictatorial politicians.

But Tocqueville’s work as a politician influenced his ideas on economics in other ways. Sometimes, for example, he had to deal with economic topics simply because they were on the political agenda. Other times they were thrust upon him by larger events, such as the 1848 revolution. By being a politician Tocqueville had less time to spend on many theoretical issues of the type he had been concerned with in Democracy in America.

Tocqueville’s activities as a politician, in other words, influenced his thinking about the economy simply by virtue of the fact that he now was a practitioner rather than a theoretician and writer. This topic is quite complex and difficult; one way to begin examining it is by looking at the way social theory is viewed as being related to political practice. A common position in the social and political sciences is, for example, that thinking, without the added element of practice—or, more correctly, without the test of practice—is seriously incomplete. Thought without practice is mere “theory” and belongs on the bookshelf. The famous line about praxis in Goethe’s Faust could be the motto for this way of thinking: “Gray are all theories, and green alone Life’s golden tree.”4

This means that what we want to be on the lookout for is, among other things, how Tocqueville’s thought was enriched by his political experience. To work as a politician for more than a decade would, according to this perspective, help him better understand political and economic realities that thus far he had only thought about.

This way of looking at the close relationship between theory in social or political science, on the one hand, and political practice, on the other, was very common already during Tocqueville’s day. It may even have been a bit exaggerated in Paris in the early 1800s, especially among the socialists, who wanted to see their social theories turned into reality right then and there. Karl Marx, who spent a few important years in Paris in the 1840s, expressed this tendency with exemplary clarity when he said that the time had finally come to make thought and practice come together. Philosophy needs to be “realized,” he argued, because “thinking . . . taken in isolation from practice, is a purely scholastic question.”5

There was not only a practical but also an important moral dimension to this perspective, based on the notion that realizing one’s values is more worthwhile than talking about them. By staying away from practice, the theoretician also runs the risk of keeping his or her illusions alive, while a meeting with reality would dispel them.

Finally, as Max Weber would later suggest, it may be true that a politician’s everyday life is dull and repetitive—“a slow boring of hard boards.”6 It holds no place for originality and novelty, which are so important for the scholar and the thinker. But this is the price you have to pay, Weber concludes, if you want to make the world a better place to live in.


Becoming a Politician

In hindsight, it may seem obvious that Tocqueville would become a politician. His family had a long and distinguished tradition of public service, which included the famous Malesherbes in the late 1700s, Tocqueville’s own father during the Restoration, and a cousin who served as prime minister in the mid-1830s.

In addition, Tocqueville’s own interest in politics seems to have started very early. He wrote a letter to his tutor at the tender age of nine in which he expressed royalist sympathies.7 We saw at the end of chapter 5 that at the age of twenty-four Tocqueville wrote to Beaumont that “we have to develop the political man in ourselves.”8

The letter to Beaumont can be cited as one of several indicators that Tocqueville’s ambition with Democracy in America was fundamentally political in nature. To develop the political man in ourselves, Tocqueville continues to Beaumont, we must study history very carefully. He specifies that it is especially recent history, not just history in general, that they should try to learn from: “it is the history of men, and especially of those who have just preceded us, that we have to study. The rest of history can [only] supply us with some general notions of humanity as a whole and prepare us for this task.”9

Tocqueville’s statement about what type of history is important to study also provides a clue as to how he looked at the role of the economy. From Tocqueville’s perspective, a political or historical event had its own distinct unity; this meant that the economy was indissolubly related to everything else. It could not be separated out, as Mill wanted, and it could not be analyzed apart.
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Figure 6.1. Learning to swim in theory, not in practice. Honoré Daumier, “Dry Run (La leçon a` sec),” Le Charivari, May 5, 1841.

From Democracy in America we know that this is also how Tocqueville viewed the economy, and our prediction would therefore be that as Tocqueville became increasingly involved in politics there would be a similar tendency in his thinking to tie the economy even closer to what happened in society at large. Theory should be joined to practice, even if not in the way that Marx wanted.

It is often mentioned that Democracy in America is a political work and an expression of Tocqueville’s political ambition. He wanted it to be his ticket into politics. This is roughly accurate, although Tocqueville made an effort throughout his work to take an objective stance and not to speak in a partisan voice.

But one may also turn this argument around and ask how the process of writing Democracy in America had changed Tocqueville, and in some unintended way perhaps even affected his chances of becoming an effective politician. Did, for example, the experience of writing a major work in politics influence or even change his attitude toward politics? And what had the experience of working as a social scientist taught him about how to proceed when confronted with a problem, whether it was in politics or economics?

For nearly a decade Tocqueville had lived the life of a solitary scholar, devoting himself exclusively to thinking, reading, and writing. To produce a work such as Democracy in America, he had had to concentrate only on the task at hand. And this task was sifting through a huge amount of material, thinking about it analytically, and putting the whole thing into writing. His work did not include making decisions on concrete issues, which is the essence of politics.

From Tocqueville’s correspondence we can to some extent reconstruct what his everyday life as a scholar was like. In one letter, for example, he says that “either I work or I am thinking about work. That’s my whole life at the moment!”10 He adds that he reads practically no newspapers and that he does not know what is happening in the political world.

Tocqueville, in brief, was by the end of the 1830s beginning to understand that it was not easy to simultaneously be a scholar and a politician. In choosing between the two, however, he felt no conflict.While working on Democracy in America he had become convinced that he did not want to be an author or lead the life of an intellectual. In 1838 he wrote to a colleague that “I do not believe I am mistaken in stating that nothing nevertheless is, or has ever been, more against my desire than to be an author in this world.”11

What Tocqueville did want to be—and very strongly so—was a politician. He longed for action and the prospect of serving his country in an honorable and disinterested manner. In 1836, while he was working on the second volume of Democracy in America, he began to plan his political career. The following year he got a chance to kick off his new career as a candidate for the Chamber of Deputies.

The area that Tocqueville had selected for his electoral base was called Valognes, which was a district (arondissement) in the department of La Manche in Normandy. The population was primarily engaged in agriculture and there was little industry. Some land that belonged to the Tocqueville family was situated in Valognes. The fact that Tocqueville was a member of the class of so-called notables—local families with considerable amounts of political, economic, and cultural capital—was crucial for launching his political career. Only a tiny minority of the population had the right to vote at the time, and being from a well-known local family was extremely important.

Tocqueville’s first effort to get elected failed. He put himself forward as an independent candidate but had not organized his campaign well. He was also naïve in his view of what it took to be elected. In 1839 there was another election; this time he made no mistake. Again he campaigned as an independent, since he did not want to have anything to do with the official parties. But this time he had taken the time to organize a proper campaign, and the effort paid off.

Tocqueville was reelected as a representative for Valognes in 1842 and 1846, and again after the 1848 revolution, first to the Constitutional Assembly and then to the Legislative Assembly. In 1842 he was elected to the General Council of La Manche, which was mainly concerned with local affairs; he remained a member of this important local assembly till 1852. During 1848–52, he was also president of the council.



Politics and Socioeconomic Writings, Part I: The Local Level

Tocqueville’s activities in the General Council of La Manche were exclusively local in nature. As a representative for the district of Valognes, in contrast, Tocqueville was supposed to represent the local population as well as take part in national politics in the Chamber of Deputies in Paris. As a result, Tocqueville’s activities were split between Valognes and Paris, between local politics and national politics.

How did Tocqueville’s activities as a local politician influence his thinking about political affairs, especially those that included economic issues? For one thing, it seems that Tocqueville was much freer to pick the topics he wanted to work with at the local level than he was in national politics. The division of political labor was quite different in La Manche and the council than it was in Paris and the Chamber of Deputies. According to the editor of Tocqueville’s local political writings, Tocqueville soon became known in La Manche as “an expert on moral affairs and economic questions.”12

Tocqueville very much enjoyed the esteem in which he was held in local politics. Over the years he became increasingly appreciated, and by the end of the 1840s he was regarded as the most important politician in La Manche. By this time Tocqueville had put together a well-functioning machine of local agents and supporters who worked on his behalf, and whom he rewarded in various ways.

But there were also aspects of local politics that made it hard for Tocqueville to progress in his thinking about society, including its economy, and develop it in new directions. When he became active in the council he started to complain that his summers, which till then had been used to think things through, were taken up by an endless amount of tedious tasks.

He longed, he wrote to a friend, for “the tranquility that you need to study,” and to which he had become accustomed to enjoying at his beloved Château de Tocqueville.13 He even joked that he had recently developed such “a passion for solitude” that he was ready to try one of the cells in which prisoners were held isolated in the United States.14

Much of what went on in local politics also bored Tocqueville. In a letter from the 1840s to a friend, he says that he would have written earlier but that he had been busy with local politics, especially in the General Council. He continues, “Right at the moment of this writing I am in the General Council. Thus does the petty comedy of politics surround our great dramatic dialogue! Please attribute the eventual silliness of this letter to those who are now talking around me and whose words I may automatically record.”15


Local Economic and Social Questions: The Paris-Cherbourg Railroad

When Tocqueville’s work as a local politician is discussed, his writings on the Paris-Cherbourg railroad and on abandoned children are usually the ones that are the most discussed.16 Our task here is to investigate whether Tocqueville’s approach to these two issues represents an advance or a change in Tocqueville’s thinking, as compared to the other writings he had produced by 1840 (the year the second volume of Democracy in America was published).

The two sets of writings consist of a number of reports Tocqueville wrote in his capacity as rapporteur (the person in charge of writing up the work of a committee) appointed to investigate some special problem. He wrote, for example, four reports on the railroad between Paris and Cherbourg, and four on abandoned children. The longest report is about twenty-five pages and the shortest just a few pages long.

The background to the reports on the railroad is as follows.17 In the 1830s the French government decided to create a national railroad system, with the major routes branching out in a star pattern from Paris. The state was in charge of planning the whole operation, while private companies were to build the rails and operate the routes for specified periods of time. But the conditions the state had drawn up for the private companies to participate were such that it was hard to make a profit, and as a result only parts of the railroad system could be completed in the 1830s and the 1840s. Not till after the coup d’état of 1851, when Napoleon III instituted a pro-business policy, was France able to complete its railroad system.

Cherbourg was situated in the department of La Manche, and it had been on the agenda of the French government since the early 1840s to connect it to Paris with a railroad. This finally took place in 1858, and Tocqueville’s work in the council is viewed as having helped move this development along.

In his first and most substantive report, Tocqueville states that there are two very different ways of handling the construction of railroads in a country. One is to let private industry be in charge, and in this case “railroads will only be constructed where it is in the interest of capital to do so.” The other is to let the state be in charge: “In this case it is no longer the interest on invested capital that becomes the determining force in the corporation; it is instead the thoughts of the government, the need for national defense, the general development of the country’s resources, the growth of its commerce and the relative prosperity of its different parts.”18

Most countries have chosen some aspects of the private approach, Tocqueville says, and England has done so completely. France has long hesitated about what to do, he continues, but has finally chosen the state-led approach. According to Tocqueville, it would have been “more economical and perhaps wiser”19 for France to hand the whole thing over to private industry.

Given the fact that the government was in charge of overseeing the construction of the country’s railroad system, Tocqueville argues, it was imperative to build the railroad from Paris to Cherbourg as quickly as possible. One important reason for this was that Paris was the main market for butter and cattle in La Manche. With a railroad, transportation costs would be lower, and one would also be able to transport goods to the capital much more quickly. Tocqueville pointed out that the government had already connected some cities to Paris that were competitors of La Manche. He also noted that several places in the country, which had earlier been unable to sell their products in Paris, now could do so thanks to their railroad connections.

All of these were reasons why it was imperative for the government to immediately construct the railroad between Paris and Cherbourg, according to Tocqueville. But there were also national reasons for doing so, he argued, not only local ones. These had an important economic component as well.

In making the last argument, Tocqueville probably expressed his own views, in which the political always took precedence over purely economic reasons. But he may also have been appealing to the state engineers, who were in charge of planning the railroad system and who very much kept the military and administrative needs of the state in mind.20

It was through Cherbourg, Tocqueville argued, that cotton was imported into France, and the cotton industry was crucial to the country’s economy. If France got involved in a war with England, for example, it would be imperative, for national as well as economic reasons, to have a well-functioning railroad between Paris and Cherbourg. In addition, he continued, Cherbourg could also serve as a harbor from which to attack England. Steamships were about to overtake sailing ships, and if France quickly developed a huge fleet of steamships, operating from Cherbourg, it would be in an excellent position to direct a mortal blow at English power over the seas.

In the part of his report where Tocqueville discusses a possible war with England, one can also find an interesting passage on England’s economy that deserves special mention. The English economy, as Tocqueville was well aware, was undergoing a true “industrial revolution.”21 Tocqueville was especially fascinated by the centrality of the cotton industry in this process.


The revolution that took place in the cotton industry at the end of the last century deserves to be noticed, so unique is it historically within the very context of this century of revolutions. It had such a direct, as well as fast and irresistible impact on the destinies of the greatest empires that it is odd that philosophers and statesmen have not drawn attention to it. Although they often look for much more remote causes, one can say that several of the most memorable events that have taken place during the last fifty years have had their origin in cotton.22



In another report on the railroad Tocqueville comments on the role of competition in modern industry. The economic situation today, he says, is such that huge amounts of capital are needed in order to be competitive and to be in a position to lower prices. The more competition there is, the larger the productive units will have to be. Tocqueville concludes that “soon only immense factories will be able to produce sufficient profits.”23



The Issue of Abandoned Children

While Tocqueville’s writings on the railroad have much to say about the interrelationship of politics and economics, his reports on abandoned children address issues that are mainly situated at the intersection of moral and economic questions. These writings are also of interest for what they add to Tocqueville’s analysis of poverty.

Since 1811 there had been a law in France that required local hospitals to accept unwanted children.24 Local hospitals had to have a trap door large enough to accommodate a basket with a newborn child; there was also a bell to signal the arrival of a child to the hospital staff. The economic costs for providing for the child were covered by the state till he or she was twelve years old.

The sums allotted for the care of abandoned children were miniscule, and they typically ended up in very poor families and suffered a great deal. More than 50 percent of abandoned children died before their twelfth birthday.25

By the time Tocqueville wrote his four reports on abandoned children in the 1840s, a movement was already under way to abolish the law from 1811. Tocqueville and many other local politicians agreed with this position, and by 1845 the law had also been abolished in La Manche.

To replace this law, a new type of public institution was introduced, which operated in a very different way from the previous one. Mothers who brought their children now did so openly; in addition, an effort was made to persuade them to keep their children. Sometimes a small sum was given to poor mothers to enable them to keep their children.

Tocqueville was from the beginning a strong advocate of abolishing the 1811 law on abandoned children. There were economic reasons for this as well as moral and social ones. The number of abandoned children was, for example, increasing at a very fast rate—and so were the costs of taking care of them. The fact that some mothers could divest themselves of the responsibility of caring for their children was unfair in relation to mothers who were poor but kept their children, according to Tocqueville. In addition, allowing people to so easily abandon their children had a negative effect on mores in general, he felt.

Tocqueville was opposed to the 1811 law primarily, however, because of its negative effect on the children themselves. According to Tocqueville, to be abandoned meant nothing less than social death. It was the worst thing that could happen to a child. Even if a child was brought up in the richest of circumstances, he or she was a hundred times worse-off, in Tocqueville’s view, than a child brought up in his or her own family, however poor the parents might be.

Tocqueville writes with such passion about this topic that one wonders where his emotion comes from. He had never been abandoned—but perhaps he was reminded that he had fathered a child as a teenager, a child he never contacted nor mentions in his correspondence.26

Tocqueville also believed that the mother, never the father, was ultimately responsible for the child, economically as well as socially. Indeed, the word “father” is not found in any of his four reports on the abandoned children. In his research notes from his trip to England in 1835 Tocqueville wrote that he had originally been against the law that forbade courts in France to investigate the paternity of a child; it was thought that this encouraged bad morals. But he later changed his mind because he believed women were the guardians of the mores in society. A law that inquired into the question of paternity would diminish women’s desire to resist the advances of men. “One can never stop men [from] attacking,” he says. And anything that lowers the capacity of women to resist men “must be avoided at all costs.”27

Once the law of 1811 had been abolished, Tocqueville’s concerns switched to the issue of providing poor mothers with a small amount of money so that they might be able to keep their children. While Tocqueville was of the opinion that this type of economic support would often have a positive effect, he firmly believed that the aid must be temporary so that it did not develop into a “right.” The evolution of welfare measures into a right, he said, was “a natural and nearly inevitable development.”28


On Awakening the Interest in Poor Mothers for Keeping Their Children

German sociologist Georg Simmel comments in Soziologie (1908) on the French attempt to make poor mothers keep their children by giving them a small amount of money:


In order to restrict, as much as possible, the exposing of children and their being given over to foundlings’ homes, France introduced, in the middle of the nineteenth century, the “secours temporaries,” that is, fairly adequate subsidies for unmarried mothers who kept their children under their own care.On the basis of abundant observational material, the originators of this measure pointed out in favor of it that, in the overwhelming majority of cases, once the mother could be persuaded to keep the child for any length of time, there was no danger any longer of her giving it up. The natural emotional tie between mother and child should make her wish to keep it, but obviously does not always. Yet, if she can be swayed to do so for even a while, if only for external reasons, to secure the advantage of that temporary subsidy, this external relationship creates its own emotional underpinnings.29



Simmel also attempts to theorize and generalize from this particular phenomenon. He suggests that it can be seen as an instance of a more general social mechanism, according to which “a sociological form of a given relationship produces . . . the inner state of feeling that corresponds to it, although ordinarily the process runs in the opposite direction.”


Tocqueville’s writings on abandoned children are also part of his general attempt to deal with issues of poverty and welfare. At one point in his reports, for example, he addresses the problem of welfare in a way that adds to the analysis found in his two memoirs on pauperism. He does so primarily by adding a new argument as to why the state should be involved.

The term “legal charity,” Tocqueville writes, frightens us, and we do not want to acknowledge a right to this type of help. In reality, however, there are already a number of measures of this type of charity, such as hospitals and various types of institutions that provide aid in some form. The important question to address is therefore not whether legal charity should be available but how to get out of the current chaotic situation and effectively organize the existing forms of legal charity. This is a demanding and difficult task, and it should be undertaken by the government, says Tocqueville: “Only the legislator can do it.”30

In writing his reports on the Paris-Cherbourg railroad and abandoned children, Tocqueville at times used the research skills he had developed while working on Democracy in America. To better understand the economic importance of the railroad between Paris and Cherbourg, for example, he examined commercial statistics and interviewed producers of butter and cattle owners in La Manche. (“I who am accused of treating problems in too abstract a manner,” Tocqueville noted.)31

In studying the situation of abandoned children, Tocqueville also tried to find relevant statistics; with this in mind he contacted various authorities. In addition, he carefully read through the existing literature on the subject. His comment on “a statistical work” on abandoned children reads, for example, as follows: “It contains little reasoning, but many numbers; and these numbers from public sources are more convincing than what the words of the author or someone else could be.”32 Tocqueville also studied in great detail the files of some one hundred and fifty women who were poor to better understand whether their need for help to take care of their children was justified.

But there were also a number of factors that made it hard for Tocqueville to think through the problems he was writing about in a thorough manner and to advance his understanding of them. For one thing, his reports were written for the conservative audience of the landowners of La Manche; it appears that Tocqueville was sensitive to the desires of his electorate when addressing local questions. For example, when dealing with the issue of communal lands in La Manche, Tocqueville suggested that the poor should be prevented from using them, since they overused them. He recommended that the land be sold or leased.33 These two measures, he said, made sense economically as well as morally. By adopting them, good working habits would replace the immoral use of the land (that is, using the land for free).

The reports Tocqueville wrote were driven by political concerns in another respect as well, in that new reports had to be written until a particular problem was finally “solved.” The goal was to get some piece of legislation accepted or changed, not to understand and analyze a problem for its own sake. Finally, even if it was Tocqueville who penned all the reports, they were the expression of a whole committee—and this translated into some additional restrictions on what Tocqueville could say and think.




Politics and Socioeconomic Writings, Part II: The National Level

While Tocqueville increasingly came to feel appreciated for his work in the General Council of La Manche, and learned to like certain aspects of local politics, his hopes and ambitions were always directed at national politics. What took place in Paris and the Chamber of Deputies was “big business,” as Tocqueville put it, while what happened in the General Council was “small business.”34

When Tocqueville entered the Chamber of Deputies in 1839 after his second and successful campaign in Valognes, he was full of enthusiasm and had high hopes for the future. He had campaigned as an independent candidate and was beholden to no one. He wanted to serve his country in a disinterested spirit and he felt ready for the task. Perhaps he also dreamed of one day being in charge of the ship of the state.

Did all of this good will and energy from Tocqueville’s side when he entered public life translate into progress in his thinking, especially in economic matters? France was, at the time, experiencing many important changes, not least in its economic life. The period from around the mid-1830s to 1860 is, for example, usually seen as the launching point for French industry.35

Politically the 1840s was dominated by the politics of Guizot, whose strategy was to stabilize the political life in the country with the help of the middle class and with increased prosperity. Guizot’s famous “Enrich yourselves!” (“Enrichissez-vous!”) became a symbol of sorts for official politics in the 1840s.36 There were plenty of economic topics for Tocqueville to think about, in other words.

But there were also some factors that from the outset of Tocqueville’s political career restricted his thinking on economic matters, and even steered it in directions he may not have wanted. For one thing, the division of political labor was quite different in the Chamber of Deputies from what it was in the General Council of La Manche. This was a result of the different types of work that had to be done in the two assemblies as well as the qualifications of the participants. There was, for example, a group of economists in the Chamber of Deputies as well as a number of persons who were experts on various economic issues.

The topics Tocqueville dealt with in the Chamber of Deputies were primarily foreign policy, prison reform, and education. The first purely economic task that he was assigned to dates to 1846. Tocqueville’s lack of interest in what may be called pure or official economic questions helps explain why it took so long for him to receive such an assignment, but the division of labor in the Chamber of Deputies also steered him away from this type of issue. While he was deeply involved with questions concerning the railroad in La Manche, this was not the case in the Chamber of Deputies.


Entering National Politics, 1839–42

Tocqueville was a member of the Chamber of Deputies from 1839 to 1848, after which he spent a few years in the new assembly that the 1848 revolution ushered in. One may divide his years in the chamber into three periods, starting with his entry into politics and his attempt to get his political bearings (1839–42).37 This was followed by a few years of actively trying to influence the government, especially through journalism (1842– 45). During his last years in the chamber, Tocqueville was mainly worried that a revolution might take place (1846–48).

It is often noted that during his time in the chamber Tocqueville paid little attention to the fact that France was undergoing an intensive phase of industrialization. This is on the whole correct, but it should immediately be added that Tocqueville had his own approach to economic questions and that he was primarily concerned with another aspect of economic life in France during this period. This latter issue may not have made as much of an impression on posterity as the Industrial Revolution, but it is arguably as important.

To see this, one only needs to look at the main theme in Tocqueville’s political vision of what was at stake during this period in the history of France, and which informs most of his political actions. This was to counter the tendency of the democratic economy in France, to create what Tocqueville in Democracy in America had called “individualism,” and which he defined as apolitical and mindless behavior as a result of an exclusive concern with economic matters. This issue also brings us back to the important role that “political passions” play in Tocqueville’s political thought.

In order for the French people not to end up in political apathy and soulless materialism, he repeatedly argued, it had to be awakened and mobilized. And this could only happen, he said, if its “political passions” were awakened and appeals made to its “national pride” (“orgueil national”). How to accomplish this is the major economic—and political—issue that occupied Tocqueville during his political career.

If we now return to Tocqueville in 1839, when he entered the chamber, we find him full of enthusiasm and eager to get busy. He had been extremely successful with the first volume of Democracy in America (1835); he had been elected to the important Academy of Moral and Political Sciences (1838); and he hoped to do well in politics.

This, however, was not to be, or at least not for some time. Tocqueville’s strategy of remaining independent of all the parties in the chamber to ensure his freedom was not a very good one. It made him isolated and inefficient. It soon also became clear to him that he had no talent for intrigues and backroom politics. And finally, he was an awkward and uncharismatic speaker, unable to arouse his colleagues’ political passions.

The best source on Tocqueville’s thoughts during this early period in the chamber is probably his correspondence with the aging politician Royer-Collard (1763–1845). Tocqueville admired Royer-Collard and made a great effort to explain his political position to Royer-Collard and what he wanted to accomplish in politics.38 It is, for example, in this correspondence that we find one of Tocqueville’s fullest statements on the importance of political passions and national pride for the political fate of France.

According to Tocqueville, national pride can be found in many countries but it is a sentiment that is particularly mature in France. Perhaps to convince Royer-Collard, who did not share his ideas on this topic, Tocqueville adds that “it constitutes the finest sentiment we have and the strongest bond that holds this nation together.”39

In a letter from September 1841 Tocqueville tells Royer-Collard how depressing his first two years in the chamber have been. The letter begins with Tocqueville’s complaint regarding how physically low he feels, and how he fears that this may affect his very capacity to think:


Mental work always tires me, although I hardly devote myself to it, and I fear that I will ultimately lose the habit of mental work and acquire the habit of idle musing, that is to say touching subjects without embracing them. It seems to me that I used to be capable of more penetrating and more sustained attention.40



Tocqueville then proceeds to describe how extremely disappointed he is with the Chamber of Deputies. He despises the leading politicians and does not want to have anything to do with them. No one in the chamber understands what the country really needs, he says, and whatever “national pride and taste for liberty”41 there may exist among the deputies is debased by their politics.

Tocqueville tells Royer-Collard that he feels isolated and alone in the chamber, and that he longs for power and action. “What is politics without action?” he asks rhetorically. In explaining his desire for action, he casts it in the language of theory versus practice:


To live in a public assembly and not to work effectively for public concerns, not to act and not to join with those who alone have the power to act, is that not manifestly absurd? Is that not to miss the principal character of what one has undertaken to do and what one claims to be doing? Does it not in the end amount to transferring one kind of life into another, theoretical observation into the life of action, to the detriment of both?42
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FIGURE 6.2. The Chamber of Deputies, 1841. Steel engraving from 1841, drawn by Thomas Allom and engraved by William Radclyffe. During his first years as a deputy Tocqueville felt isolated and alienated. He was a poor public speaker and had great difficulty improvising.

He misses action so much, he says, and is so hostile to “theoretical action” that he questions the value of thinking. “Reason,” he says, “has always been for me like a cage that keeps me from acting, but not from gnashing my teeth behind the bars.”43

It is well worth stopping for a moment to reflect on this statement. What Tocqueville says is that thinking prevents him from acting, and that acting is consequently better done without thinking. The only thing that thinking does for the animal in the cage, which impatiently waits to be set free, is to make it angrily grind its teeth.

While there is a link in the letters to Royer-Collard between Tocqueville’s ideas about national sentiments or national pride and his ideas about the economy, the link is not very obvious nor elaborated upon. It is, however, revealed with great clarity in a famous quarrel Tocqueville had with John Stuart Mill in 1840–42.

The background to the dispute with Mill is as follows. France had been excluded from an important international treaty in 1840 between the major European powers, and many French politicians felt deeply humiliated by this event. This included Tocqueville, who gave a speech in the chamber in which he angrily attacked the government for not standing up, especially to England, for the country in a forceful manner. In some situations, he remarked, “a government that is unable to make war is a detestable government.”44

Tocqueville explained his position to Mill as follows in a letter. The 1840 treaty had left France and its people humiliated, he said, and this feeling fed into and strengthened the individualism and mindless materialism that existed in France. To Tocqueville this was a dangerous development and totally unacceptable: “it is not healthy to allow such a nation [as ours] to believe that its place in the world is small and that it has fallen from the level on which its ancestors had put it; that it must console itself with a peace that allows it to make railroads and its private individuals prosperous and full of well-being, regardless of the conditions under which this peace is reached.”45 Just as the modern economy pulled people down, he pointed out, national pride pulled them up.

Mill was very upset by Tocqueville’s position and answered him a letter in which he tried to explain what was wrong with the argument that political passions and national pride should be used to counter individualism. Mill began by summarizing Tocqueville’s stance: “that the feeling of orgueil national is the only feeling of a public-spirited & elevating kind which remains & that it ought not therefore be permitted to go down.”46

He then went on to say that Tocqueville’s view wrongly dismissed the importance of people’s sense of liberty and economic well-being: “One now finds that the love of liberty, of progress, even of material prosperity are in France mere passing, unsubstantial, superficial movements on the outside of the national mind.”47 To Mill, Tocqueville’s disregard for the economic development of a country was a sign that something was deeply wrong.

Mill made a distinction between what he saw as a healthy type of nationalism, which expressed itself among other things in a positive attitude toward a country’s economic accomplishments, and Tocqueville’s orgueil national, which was unhealthy and only looked at one aspect of the economy. The real importance of a country, Mill concluded, “depends upon [its] industry, instruction, morality, & good government: by which alone it can make itself respected, or even feared, by its neighbours.”48

This dispute was a case in which not only Tocqueville saw the economy as an integral part of society (as he usually did) but also Mill, who had a very different approach to economics. The occasion for this convergence into a “social economy” was pride in one’s nation—a sentiment that in Tocqueville’s case was so strong that it took precedence over his reason.



Trying New Ways to Influence National Politics, 1842–45

During the rest of the 1840s Tocqueville continued to show little interest in purely economic questions while being deeply concerned that the emphasis on economic prosperity and materialism in French everyday life would lead to political apathy or individualism. Public life in France had not been so lifeless for decades, he complained, adding that while “religious passions” may be paired with “political passions,” the latter cannot coexist with “the passion for well-being” in one and the same soul.49

After Tocqueville’s first few years in the chamber, he decided to try another tactic to influence national politics. He was still not ready to join any of the parties in the chamber, nor was he able to create a new party himself. But he began to experiment with different ways of influencing major political figures whom he felt might accomplish something worthwhile.

In 1842 an opportunity opened up for Tocqueville to push the opposition in a new direction by exploiting a split that had recently emerged between its two leaders, Adolphe Thiers and Odilon Barrot. Tocqueville despised Thiers but had a high opinion of Barrot and felt that he could be influenced in the right direction. The way to do this, Tocqueville decided, was to write a series of articles in Le Sie`cle, which was one of the leading opposition newspapers and closely associated with Barrot. With this goal in mind, Tocqueville wrote six articles, which were all published anonymously in Le Sie`cle in January 1843.50

These articles (which total approximately thirty pages) allowed Tocqueville for the first time to present his general political line in public and not just what he thought on some particular issue. The government, he charged, was obsessed by a fear that there would soon be a new revolution. But this was all wrong; the main problem France faced was a very different one.

There were good economic reasons why a new revolution was not about to take place, Tocqueville continued: for example, most people have a material stake in the status quo. The middle classes were doing extremely well economically; the peasants had their plots of land; and the industrialists needed law and order to conduct their business. Thus the majority of citizens had an interest in keeping the status quo. People do not rebel, Tocqueville notes, because of “passions”; they rebel when they have “a basic and clear interest” to do so.51

Tocqueville argued that owning property “vaccinates” people against pursuing revolution (as always, it was first and foremost rural property that he had in mind when he spoke of property). He explained the non-revolutionary effects of property primarily in terms of pride, devotion, and independence.

“There is nothing,” according to Tocqueville, “that confers more pride and independence than the ownership of land, or that more disposes men to resist the caprices of power; but neither is there anything that fills men with more devotion and often faintheartedness than land, nor anything that one more deeply fears losing in the turmoil of great political agitations.” This led Tocqueville to the following conclusion: “A population composed of small proprietors may be spontaneously recalcitrant and turbulent, but it cannot be conceived as disposed to violating laws and to overthrowing the government.”52

But owning property and being economically successful, as Tocqueville pointed out, can also lead people to disregard political life and withdraw into their own private world; and this is what has happened in France. Tocqueville here linked economic factors to timidity and indifference in politics: “A man absorbed by the cares of making money has always been a timid or indifferent citizen.”53

Tocqueville added apropos of individualism in the July Monarchy that “what is true of an individual is no less true of a people.” And all of this plays into the hand of the state, which now can do what it wants. While the French attend to their private businesses, Tocqueville pointed out, “the government takes care of the thinking for us.”54

One interesting aspect of Tocqueville’s articles in Le Sie`cle is his view that even if there were not going to be any large-scale popular unrest in the near future, there would definitely be some revolutions in the long run. Tocqueville’s argument on this issue may well represent his most radical challenge to his own scheme of society’s evolution from aristocracy to democracy and from inequality to equality. It is therefore important to look at his argument in some detail.

There are two societies in France today, according to Tocqueville, one that is moving toward equality and democracy, and another that is moving toward inequality and aristocracy:


Consider industrial society apart from the larger French society in which it is embedded, and you will see that what is happening in the former is the opposite of what is occurring in the latter. Equality increasingly extends its domination everywhere—except in industry, which is moving in a more aristocratic direction every day. In [the larger society] capital becomes infinitely divided, profits are shared; men are mobile, converge, and intermingle. [In the other sphere] capital is concentrated in a few hands; the profits of those providing work is disproportionate to the worker’s wage; the worker is in a position from which it is hard to escape, for he is situated at a great social distance from his employer, and depends on them.55



This situation is untenable in the long run, according to Tocqueville, whose description in Le Sie`cle of the contradictions of the capitalist economy is not so different from Marx’s writings in the 1840s. The concentration of capital, in combination with a rapidly growing working class, Tocqueville said, was bound to lead to “revolutions throughout the civilized world as well as in France.”56

Tocqueville’s attempt to influence Barrot through the articles in Le Sie`cle failed for a number of reasons, and he was soon back to where he had started. But the experience of having written the newspaper articles seems to have made Tocqueville realize that journalism constituted an alternative way of having a political impact. In any case, in 1844 he bought a newspaper with some political friends and investors; and the purpose was political.

The newspaper was called Le Commerce. Tocqueville set the tone and oversaw its transition from a small newspaper, which mainly contained economic news, to something much more ambitious. Tocqueville had great plans for Le Commerce, and he especially wanted it to become a popular and truly liberal newspaper.

According to the manifesto for Le Commerce (probably written by Tocqueville), the newspaper would continue to provide news about commerce and industry. But there would also be news about agriculture, since agricultural interests lacked a voice in the Parisian press. In addition, Le Commerce would contain economic news from abroad and continue its advocacy of cautious protectionism. Industry, commerce, and agriculture—“all have often a need for guarantees against foreign competition.”57

According to the manifesto for Le Commerce, the newspaper would defend the principles of 1789 and support the opposition to the government. It would not, however, be connected to any party. It would also be free from all economic interests: “its mission shall never be to serve special interests, but to make ideas triumph.”58

The new and liberal Le Commerce lasted only about a year, at which point it had to be sold. There were several reasons for the failure, including the fact that the newspaper got involved in a disastrous debate about education. Tocqueville was clearly pained by the failure of the newspaper. He had also invested quite a bit of money in Le Commerce and was very worried about his loss.59

While Le Commerce contained a number of articles on topics in political economy, Tocqueville does not appear to have written any of these.60 Why he did not do this is unclear, but it may well have been that Tocqueville did not find the works of political economists and their way of looking at problems of the July Monarchy particularly useful. In a letter to his brother Edouard from this period, he says for example that “political economy . . . has always seemed to me a sea of contradictory facts and arguments, on which I have never been able to see clearly enough to know if I was making any headway.”61

One commentator on Tocqueville’s analysis of economics, who has also looked at the way that Tocqueville was viewed by the French economists at the time, notes that “the Journal des économistes complained that his parliamentary reports stopped the moment they reached the economics of an issue.”62 The same scholar points out that on many issues Tocqueville often expressed the very opposite opinion of the members of the liberal school of economics in France at the time, which included such men as Frédéric Bastiat and Charles Dunoyer.63

A letter from this period helps explain why Tocqueville did not find the political economy of his contemporaries very helpful. This letter was written in 1843 in response to a letter from a British friend, Lord Radnor, who had just sent him a few issues of a newly created economic journal. The journal was called The Economist and is still published under this title.64

Lord Radnor told Tocqueville that the new journal was an advocate of free trade and that this was a very attractive set of ideas. The doctrine of free trade had a vision of the world as a place in which nations would benefit from trading with one another; this represented a civilized alternative to the political doctrine according to which the world is a place where nation-states see each other as enemies and meet on the battlefield.

Tocqueville answered Lord Radnor that he was going to arrange for a subscription of The Economist at the library of the Chamber of Deputies. He also described the situation of political economy in France: “The study of this relatively new science in France is unfortunately not as widespread as it should be. Nonetheless, it already has many followers. A large part of our press and several eminent politicians profess its principles.”65

But there also are those, Tocqueville continued, who oppose free trade and the principles of political economy; the primary industries in particular are protectionist. The reason for this, Tocqueville explained, has to do with their view that the French would be defeated by the English in open competition.

Tocqueville’s stance on free trade is clear from the following statement:


I myself feel that that one must proceed only gradually and with caution towards the reforms that [the] science [of political economy] correctly demands. The truth of its principles is uncontestable. The principles clearly set up the goal towards which one should aim; but this goal cannot be reached immediately when one starts froma situation that has been created according to the opposite principles. You have been in politics too long, my lord, not to know that the most difficult and time-consuming task of the legislator is to cure the ills he has himself created. But in order to repair harm it is at least necessary to know what its source is. That is what the study of political economy teaches.66



Tocqueville’s comments tell us, among other things, that he agreed with the cautious protectionist attitude that was common among the political elite during the July Monarchy. More important, however, they also give some indication as to why Tocqueville did not find the approach of political economy very useful.

First, political economy at the time only viewed the policy of free trade, but not protectionism, as in agreement with its analytical principles. The latter was seen as the unfortunate result of political interference with economic principles, and for this reason it ran counter to science. While political economy, in other words, saw free trade as an “economic” and “scientific” issue, it viewed protectionism differently. For Tocqueville this meant that political economy did not address his concerns, which in this case was not only supporting free trade but also understanding and explaining protectionism.

Second, the task of slowly moving France in the direction of free trade was a political and practical one, and, again, one that political economy did not address. In real life political and economic issues were mixed in a way that was not addressed in the economic literature. In brief, Tocqueville found no support in political economy for his attempt to understand protectionism and for his concern with the question of how to gradually move France in the direction of free trade.
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Figure 6.3 (opposite page). Tocqueville and The Economist. This illustration shows the front cover of the first issue of The Economist, which Tocqueville was sent by an English friend. Tocqueville immediately arranged so that his colleagues in the Chamber of Deputies could have access to the new journal. In general Tocqueville agreed with the doctrine of free trade advocated in The Economist, but he also felt that some protectionism was needed for French industry to prosper. Marx, in contrast, viewed The Economist as “the European organ” of “the aristocracy of finance.” Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (New York: International Publishers, 1950), 90.



Urgent Reform, 1846–48

Around 1846 Tocqueville began to fear that a revolution might soon take place in France. While he worked on Le Commerce he had, among other things, begun to take the socialists seriously and read some of the works of Fourier, Louis Blanc, and similar authors. This literature, he quickly realized, advocated revolution. There were also other signs that something was about to happen.

This fear of a revolutionary outburst dominates Tocqueville’s attempt, together with some of his colleagues in the chamber, to coordinate their actions for the 1847 session under the name of “The Young Left.” Tocqueville and his political friends agreed that they should focus on financial questions, and Tocqueville was assigned the task of writing an introduction or a manifesto to a longer treatise on finance. The attempt failed, and the treatise was never written. Tocqueville did not complete his introduction, but he did take notes and produced some drafts for his introduction. It is to this material (of some twenty pages) that we now shall turn.67

Tocqueville deals with three main topics in his notes: the role of the middle classes, the need for a better social policy, and the signs that a revolution was around the corner. The middle classes had come to power in 1830 and since then dominated French political life, according to Tocqueville. This was very unhealthy for a number of reasons, and it was therefore imperative to extend the vote beyond the middle classes. The lower classes had to be brought into official politics in order to break the dominance of the middle classes.

The social politics with regard to the lower classes, Tocqueville also argued, had to be radically reformed in a progressive direction. This could be done in several ways, for example, by eliminating the taxes for the poor as well as on certain necessities. One could also use the state’s income from taxes to help the lower classes, say by providing welfare in the form of cash or food, by creating jobs, and so on. Finally, a number of institutions could be created that common people would benefit from. Free schools, mutual aid societies, and savings banks were among Tocqueville’s examples.

The third theme in Tocqueville’s manifesto for the Young Left was that there were signs that a revolution might soon take place. Tocqueville’s fears on this point were the main reason why he advocated radical social reforms as well as an extension of the vote. In this revolution, he said, “property will be the great battle-field.” The fight will stand between “the Haves and the Have-nots.”68

While property had not been attacked in the Revolution of 1789, Tocqueville continues, the situation is now very different—“for our age is not like any other.”69 Individual property, says Tocqueville, is seen as the last hateful remnant of aristocracy in democratic society:


Property owners must not delude themselves about the strength of their position, or suppose that, because it has so far nowhere been surmounted, the right to property is an insurmountable barrier; for our age is not like any other. When the right to property was merely the basis of many other rights, it could be easily defended. . . . But now that the right to property is the last remnant of a destroyed aristocratic world, and it alone stands, an isolated privilege in a leveled society; when it no longer has the cover of other more doubtful and more hated rights, it is in great danger; it alone now has to face the direct and incessant impact of democratic opinions.70



Tocqueville’s fear that a revolution might take place increased during the remaining months of 1847, and by early 1848 he was ready to speak up in public. In a speech delivered on January 27 in the Chamber of Deputies, Tocqueville gave what John Stuart Mill has called a “remarkable and almost prophetic speech.”71 Its message was that a revolution was just around the corner—or in Tocqueville’s more effective prose: “I think that we are slumbering now on a volcano.”72

As in the manifesto for the Young Left, Tocqueville’s analysis in his speech in the Chamber of Deputies focused on property, particularly on the new attitude toward property among the workers. While it was true, he said, that there was very little political unrest at the moment, this was because the issues that concerned the workers were not political but social. The workers did not want to change the political structure of society but its economic structure; when ideas such as these were held by many people, they could become very dangerous.

Addressing the deputies in the chamber, Tocqueville warned,


Do you not hear them [the workers] constantly repeating that all the people above them are incapable and unworthy to rule them? That the division of property in the world up to now is unjust? That property rests on bases of inequity? And do you not realize that when such opinions take root and spread, sinking deeply into the masses, they must sooner or later (I do not know when, I do not know how) bring in their train the most terrifying of revolutions?73






Concluding Remarks

The result of Tocqueville’s work on economic questions during the 1840s as a deputy was not very rich and does not bear comparison with what he had accomplished during the preceding decade, in Democracy in America. There were many reasons for this, especially the lack of time that came with being a professional politician. In order to carry out a first-class analysis, Tocqueville needed plenty of time to gather facts, analyze them, and write everything up; it was simply not possible for him to do this while he was working full-time as a politician.

Tocqueville’s thinking about economy and society, therefore, had to take new forms during these years. There were, for example, his parliamentary reports and his writings in the daily press. Tocqueville also gave speeches and engaged in political correspondence with people like Royer-Collard and John Stuart Mill. Each of these forms provided Tocqueville with a breathing hole, but not much more.

The reports, as already noted, could be the size of a memoir, but there were important restrictions on this type of writing that the memoirs (which were typically written for the audience of an academy) lacked. There was, for example, a collective dimension to the reports; and the rapporteur sometimes had to change the text in order to express the view of the whole committee.74 The reports were also politically driven and did not, on the whole, provide much room for independent thinking.

Tocqueville’s opinion of journalism was very negative, and it is clear that he was never overly pleased about the idea of writing for a newspaper. Just before he became involved with Le Sie`cle, he wrote that “nature has not predisposed me to be a journalist.”75 The reason for this, he said, was that he profoundly disliked journalists as well as the style of newspapers.

When Tocqueville some time later became involved with Le Commerce, he wrote to a friend that its articles “will certainly not be found among the works that posterity will read; they are intended to produce, by constant repetition, a temporary effect.”76 The reason for the “constant repetition” was that newspaper readers are “a hurried and rather ignorant readership who are not interested in knowing anything well.”77 They prefer “a few vivid and decisive colors rather than a careful, subtle and detailed picture.” “A newspaper,” Tocqueville summed up, “is a speech made from a window to the chance passers-by in the street, among whom are to be found men of every degree of cultivation.”78

All in all Tocqueville gave some thirty speeches in the Chamber of Deputies; from archival sources we know that each speech had been carefully researched and formulated. This may also have been the reason why Tocqueville was not a very successful public speaker; he locked himself into specific formulations before he addressed his audience. Tocqueville was not good at improvising, and his speeches, as one of his contemporaries said, sounded as though they were meant to be read and not listened to.

Tocqueville’s political correspondence, finally, may well represent the form that was the most congenial to Tocqueville during these years and that allowed him to best express his ideas and thoughts. This has much to do with the flexibility of letters and the few demands that are made on their content. In his letters Tocqueville was free to write whatever he wanted, elaborate on whatever occurred to him at the moment, and end whenever he wished. As a result, there is a freshness to his letters that his political writings from this period lack, and they contain a wealth of ideas.

On the other hand, he did not have time to support what he said in his letters with facts and sources. The power of Tocqueville’s thought was nonetheless such that the result was often impressive. John Stuart Mill once wrote to him: “a letter of yours has to me greater interest than that of a letter, it is like a new book, or a review article, giving materials for thought on great questions.”79

It would be incorrect to conclude that Tocqueville’s experience as a deputy during the 1840s did not result in any advances in his thinking, on economic as well as other topics. On the contrary, there are plenty of nuggets to be found in his writings from the days of the July Monarchy— sharp, glittering thoughts that beg to be picked up and appraised at their real value.

Take, for example, Tocqueville’s statement in the 1840s on the need to study the Industrial Revolution in one of his reports on the Paris-Cherbourg railroad. Or take his analysis of the paralyzing effect that the preoccupation with economic affairs had on political activity during the July Monarchy. And, finally, take Tocqueville’s prediction that mid-nineteenth-century capitalism would lead to a number of revolutions around the world.

All of these ideas on the economy had great potential at the time they were formulated, and Tocqueville could have developed them into significant and important studies. Today, in contrast, they sound less interesting, and this is because they would have needed Tocqueville’s full attention to be properly worked out. This was precisely what he could not give them as long as he worked full-time as a politician.






Chapter Seven [image: ] Foreign Affairs and Economic Affairs


Some of Tocqueville’s activities in the Chamber of Deputies have not been touched on thus far but must be discussed because they played an important role in his political activities during the years 1839–48. They pertain to his stance on the role of France in foreign affairs.

Foreign policy was one of Tocqueville’s major interests during his years in politics. His maiden speech in the Chamber of Deputies, for example, addressed the issue of a major treaty between the European powers from which France had been excluded, something Tocqueville considered outrageous. What especially attracted Tocqueville to foreign policy issues, it seems, was that they were closely linked to the ideas of national pride and glory—two of his most cherished values.

Tocqueville wrote more on foreign policy than on any other topic in French politics during his years as a politician, and as part of this, he often touched on economic subjects. Most of what he wrote also dealt with the one aspect of France’s foreign policy that Tocqueville regarded as absolutely essential to its national pride: the French colonies.

In discussing this topic I will explore in particular the economic dimension of the policies Tocqueville advocated. As we shall see, economic issues played a somewhat different role when national pride was linked to the colonies than when it was linked to domestic events.

In the latter, national pride was primarily used to counter the apolitical sentiments that came with the concern over moneymaking during the July Monarchy. In terms of the colonial question, in contrast, economic success was seen as positive and something to be sought after. Prosperous colonies, as Tocqueville saw things, would make the French proud and their national sentiments surge.

While the attempt to ensure French national pride is at the center of almost everything Tocqueville undertook in questions relating to foreign policy, he also had a general view of what French foreign policy should be like. This view was quite special, and few of his political friends seem to have shared it.

First, Tocqueville had a relentless animosity toward English foreign policy; in particular, he wanted to put an end to England’s hegemony over the seas. From Tocqueville’s perspective, England was ruled by an aristocracy that had to ensure markets for its industrial production, and it did this via its power at sea.

Tocqueville detested the naval power of the English, and as we know he fantasized about delivering a deadly blow to it with the help of a French fleet of steamships from Cherbourg. He also tried to figure out a way to oust the English from India. His hostility toward English foreign policy was so strong that he has been labeled an Anglophobe by his expert biographer André Jardin.1

Tocqueville was also convinced that Asian civilization was on the decline, while European civilization was on the rise. By seizing India, England had pushed much further into Asia than had France; this was one reason why it was so crucial for France to hold onto its colony in Algeria. The Mediterranean represented a key political arena for Tocqueville; France must have a major presence there.

Tocqueville also envisioned another Mediterranean arising, namely in the Mexican Gulf—what he called “the Mediterranean of the New World.”2 France had two colonies there, Guadeloupe and Martinique, and it was especially important for France to keep these small islands since it had lost all of its colonies in North America.


What Prevents the French from Having Good Colonies?

While he was traveling in North America Tocqueville felt nostalgic about the old French colonial empire each time he came across its traces. He wondered why the French colonies had failed, and why the English colonies were so successful. Tocqueville even wrote a short chapter on this theme for Democracy in America but decided not to include it. Its title was “Some Ideas about What Prevents the French from Having Good Colonies?”

This short piece throws an interesting light on how the young Tocqueville viewed the French colonies. It allows us to see in particular how he traced the French failure to hold onto its colonies to the way that his countrymen looked at economic matters, to what one may call their economic Weltanschauung or worldview.

The French nation, Tocqueville says, is centered on the land and not the sea: “The land is the natural theater of her power and glory.”3 What matters to a Frenchman is his land; he is not tempted by the sea. Countries that view themselves as seafaring nations, he notes, also look favorably upon trade.

Tocqueville does not mention industry in this early writing (1833), but we can see that his ideas naturally tend toward polarization: love of the land is at one end, and love of the sea and commerce (and later industry) at the other. Tocqueville’s economic worldview is also clearly influenced by mercantilism, with its focus on the national household and its wealth as opposed to the market and profit.

The French “national character,” Tocqueville continues, celebrates domesticity—the attachment to the home—but also adventure. The first means that the temptation to make money cannot easily make a Frenchman leave his hometown. He is also averse to taking risks: “Snug in the modest fortune into which he was born, he feels less tormented than anyone else by the thirst for gold. He is rarely absorbed by love of wealth, and his life plays out comfortably in his birthplace.”4

But once a Frenchman has left the domestic circle, he shows a strong love for adventure. He seems to be suddenly possessed by “an insatiable need for action, for violent emotions, for vicissitudes and dangers.” But he is not interested in economic adventures, Tocqueville says. He is closer to a warrior from the past than to a trader from England.

The French national character is also strengthened by the unhappy tendency in French life toward centralization. The French are accustomed to relying heavily on the state, not least in economic matters, instead of taking action themselves. They almost have to be forced to be free. Tocqueville writes, “If the government has tried to do everything for him, he, for his part, is only too ready to call on the government for all his needs: he does not pride himself on his own efforts, and must almost be forced to be free.”5

As a result, the French are not very good at creating successful colonies. While the English can create colonies that bloom and become “centers of wealth and enlightenment,” the French cannot. Instead colonies tend to be very costly for France.



Abolishing Slavery in the French Colonies

By the 1840s there were some 250,000 slaves in the French colonies. Central to the debate over whether slavery should be abolished in the colonies was the decision by England to free its slaves. In 1833 England had decided to free the 800,000 slaves in its colonies after a few years of transition.6

Tocqueville was well aware of this development and very impressed by the English decision. He detested slavery and had in 1834 joined a philanthropic organization against slavery, the Society for the Abolition of Slavery. The negative impact of slavery is also described in great detail in Democracy in America.

During his years as a politician Tocqueville wrote two works in which he advocated that slavery be abolished in the French empire. This meant a few small but profitable sugar-producing islands, such as Guadeloupe and Martinique in the Antilles; Guiana off the Caribbean coast; and Réunion on the Indian Ocean. One of Tocqueville’s two works on slavery is a report from his first year in the Chamber of Deputies (1839); the other an anonymous newspaper article that appeared in Le Sie`cle (1843). John Stuart Mill, who supported the fight against slavery, received a personal copy of the report and an accompanying letter.7 Despite the efforts of Tocqueville and several others who were critical of slavery in the French colonies, slavery was not abolished in the French colonies till the 1848 revolution.

The main message of Tocqueville’s two articles is the same: slavery in the French colonies must be abolished. But since one of the articles was written for the audience of the Chamber of Deputies and the other for the readers of a newspaper, the arguments are formulated in slightly different ways. For example, Tocqueville says in the report for the chamber that he is not interested in providing any “theory,” just “practical results.”8 In the newspaper article, in contrast, there is more of a rhetorical flourish as well as appeals to national pride. The newspaper readers are also told that while it was the English who first abolished slavery, and while Christianity has always preached against slavery, it was the French who invested this idea with new life.

In the report from 1839 Tocqueville emphasized that the current situation in the French colonies was uncertain—was slavery going to be abolished or not?—and that this had negative economic consequences. Slave owners typically reacted to this uncertainty by not improving their operations. Or, to use Tocqueville’s more interesting terminology, people’s “courage” and “intelligence” in economic matters tend to evaporate when they view the future as uncertain.

The slave owner reacts as follows:


He begins no new enterprises, because he is uncertain whether he will profit by them. He improves nothing because he is sure of nothing. He takes no pains to preserve what may soon not belong to him. The uncertainty of their approaching destiny weights heavily upon the colonies; it contracts their intelligence and abates their courage.9



Tocqueville was also worried about the fact that once slavery had been abolished in the English colonies, the price of labor as well as its product (sugar) went up. In discussing this issue, he suddenly resorts to the terminology of political economy: “the former relationship between demand for and supply of labor suddenly changed, and wages rose at a frightening rate.”10

But this was an exception, and here as in all of his writings Tocqueville relies primarily on his own concepts and hypotheses when he discusses economic issues. The main reason for this appears to have been that political economy did not address the type of problems he was interested in, and therefore also lacked the concepts and ideas that he needed. Tocqueville was by no means hostile toward the political economy of his time, but in many respects it belonged to a different world than the one he was living in.

Tocqueville, to return to his report, was very concerned that the price of labor and sugar did not rise when the slaves were freed. This would hurt the owners of the plantations as well as the French consumers. To prevent this Tocqueville advocated various measures, including taxation and subsidies. The state, in brief, should handle the situation.

But Tocqueville was also very careful to point out that the aid from the state must be temporary. It was important, he explained, to allow “the general [economic] laws that govern production in free countries” to follow their inherent logic.11 While the state should be used to set things straight, in other words, the economy had its own laws that in the long run must be allowed to work—even if some groups got hurt in the process.

The reference to economic laws comes so quickly in Tocqueville’s report on slavery that one hardly notices it, but it is worth stopping for a moment and asking why Tocqueville included it. He did not, as just mentioned, rely on political economy for his own explanations of economic phenomena, so why this sudden reference to some economic laws that govern all of production? According to what we know, Tocqueville did not even believe in separate economic laws to begin with, so what was going on?

One answer is that Tocqueville may simply have used the phrase about “laws that govern production” without thinking too much and as a quick rhetorical devise to close off his argument. Economists had begun to have an important public presence during the July Monarchy, and it was widely thought that there were “economic laws” that operated according to a scientific logic.12 For example, in the 1840s Flaubert had conceived of the idea of putting together a dictionary of clichés that were current at the time, including economic clichés. Many were about the new capitalist economy that was emerging and the threat it posed to people whose economic mentality belonged to the past. The entry in Flaubert’s dictionary for “political economy” reads, for example, as follows: “A heartless science.”13 Everyone, in short, knew that economics was a “science” with a tough message for the average citizen—Tocqueville included.

In the report on slavery in the French colonies Tocqueville also addresses the issue of whether the slaves would be likely to work in an orderly fashion once they had been set free, or if they needed the discipline of slavery to work, as was often argued by slave owners. Tocqueville’s general response to this was that since human nature is everywhere the same, people will behave in a similar way if they are put in a similar situation.


Table 7.1 Economic and Other Clichés in Tocqueville’s Time (after Flaubert)


	BILL — Always too high.



	CHEESE — Quote Brillat-Savarin’s maxim: “Dessert without cheese is like a beauty with only one eye.”



	CHRISTIANITY — Liberated the slaves.



	COLONIES (ours) — Always be sad when you speak about them.



	COMFORT — Precious modern discovery.



	FORTUNE - Audaces fortuna juvat. The rich are happy because they have money! When told of a huge fortune, don’t forget to say, “Yes, but is it safe?”



	FOUNDATIONS OF SOCIETY — That is, property, family, religion, and respect for authority. Show anger if these are attacked.



	FREE TRADE — Cause of all business trouble.



	INNOVATION — Always “dangerous.”



	MAID (House-) — All unsatisfactory. Servants are a thing of the past.



	MATERIALISM — Utter this word with horror, emphasizing each letter.



	MELON — Nice topic for dinner conversation. Is it a vegetable or a fruit? The English eat it for dessert, which is astounding.



	MONEY — Cause of all evil. Auri sacra fames. The god of the day. “Money is not happiness.”



	MONOPOLY — Thunder against it.



	PRACTISE — Superior to theory.



	RAILROADS — If Napoleon had had them, he would have been invincible! Be ecstatic over their invention and say, “I, who am talking to you now, was this very morning at X . . . ; I took the train to X, did my business, etc and at X o’clock I returned!”



	STOCKBROKERS — All thieves.



	THRIFT — Always preceded by “honest.” Leads to great wealth.



	TRADE — Discuss what is more noble, trade or industry.



	WORKER — Always honest except when he riots.




Source: Gustave Flaubert, Le dictionnaire des idées reçues (Paris: A. G. Nizet, 1966).

This includes their economic behavior, Tocqueville says. Once freed, the slaves would likely work hard because it would be in their interest to do so. The black slave, as the English have come to realize, according to Tocqueville, “[is] active when he works for wages, avid for the goods offered by civilization when he can acquire them, loyal to the law when the law has become benevolent toward him, ready to learn as soon as he has perceived the utility of instruction, sedentary when he has a home, regular in his mores when he is permitted to enjoy the joys of family.”14

This was just as true for slaves’ attitude toward marriage. While the black slaves had lived in disorder and promiscuity during slavery, according to Tocqueville, this was apt to change once they were free. Marriage stabilizes people and makes it possible for them to prosper economically; “with enlightenment and the regularity of mores must come the taste for well-being and the desire to improve one’s condition.”15 In brief, people have their interests and act accordingly—in work, marriage, and more.

The debate over the abolition of slavery also allowed Tocqueville to reflect on political opinion and how it is similarly grounded in interest. During the discussion about the abolition of slavery, for example, a huge range of opinions had been expressed. The “personal interests and party passions” involved, Tocqueville notes, would help determine people’s viewpoints—opinions can be “at once very contradictory and true.”16

This view of things may also help explain Tocqueville’s own contradictory attitude toward slavery and the French colonies. He had a passion for freedom and equality, which fueled his desire to abolish slavery. But he also had another interest that drove him in this particular case, namely the desire to preserve French glory; this may help explain why he wanted to abolish slavery while keeping the colonies. The slaves should be set free, but their country should belong to France.

According to Tocqueville, the French colonies served their homeland simply by their presence on the globe, adding in this way to its glory. But they could also serve France in another way, he says, which is primarily economic in nature and becomes increasingly relevant as France is being industrialized.

Indeed, as Tocqueville explained to the readers of Le Sie`cle, there was a strong tendency in France to underestimate the economic importance of the colonies. Colonies, he asserted, had a crucial economic role to play, especially in a country with a growing working-class population, as was the case in France.

With an increasing number of workers, there will be many economic crises—and these have political as well as economic consequences. But if a country has colonies, it is in a position to counter the inherent “instability of external outlets” as well as “the whims of foreign people.”17 Trading with one’s colonies may not yield a profit that is very high—“but it is certain.” Tocqueville sums up his position vis-a`-vis the colonies as follows: “France cannot forget those of her children who live in the colonies, nor lose sight of her greatness, which demands that these colonies progress.”18



The Example of India

Among Tocqueville’s lesser-known activities is his work on a book about India during the 1840s. This project is also special in that it is the only piece of writing from his time as a deputy that he chose to work on independently of his work as a politician. It was not connected to the work of any commission in the Chamber of Deputies, nor to any other official task. Tocqueville had simply become interested in India and wanted to study it.

Tocqueville’s interest in India began in 1840; initially he wanted to write one or two articles on the topic. As his interest grew, he began to contemplate doing a full-scale study. In 1843, however, he abruptly ended the whole project. Later he said that the reason for doing so was that he had realized that he would never be able to visit India.

What made India so fascinating to Tocqueville was neither its culture nor its religions. It is true that he admired the spirituality of the country; at one point he also approvingly mentioned the peaceful nature of its customs (as exemplified by a case where people protested a tax by starving themselves to death). Nonetheless, he disliked most of what he got to know about India. He thought that Indian society had become petrified thanks to the caste system; found its general attitude fatalistic; and considered its religions abominable.

While Tocqueville’s decision to study India was not related to any of his official duties as a deputy, it was directly related to his political interests and his concern with French national glory. He wanted to know more about India mainly for one reason: how had the English been able to rule such a huge colony with so few people? The English controlled an enormous population with only 30,000 soldiers, while the French at the same time had difficulty subduing the much smaller population of Algeria with a force of 100,000 soldiers. What was the secret of the English?

In his attempt to answer this question, Tocqueville took a careful look at the history of the English conquest of India. He ended up by singling out as especially important a decision made in 1784 by the English government to enter into a special relationship with the East India Company.

The East India Company had conquered India with such ease, according to Tocqueville, because the population was used to foreign rulers and did not resist much when a new foreign ruler appeared on the horizon. But it was much more difficult to administer India than to conquer it, he also pointed out. How, for example, had the English been able to stop the officials of the East India Company from looting the country for their own individual purposes? And how had the English succeeded in transforming merchants with no experience whatsoever in political matters (“timid capitalists”) into officials who could rule a huge country so efficiently?19

Tocqueville’s answer was that these problems were solved through a clever political arrangement between the English government and the East India Company, which allowed the company to administer India while the government ruled it. This was accomplished by granting the government the right to approve all of the major appointments in the company and to oversee the main decisions that were made at its headquarters in London. The government also had access to all of the reports of the company.

While Tocqueville was full of admiration for the colonial skills of the English, he had no illusions about the impact of their rule on India. He regarded the notion that the English were in India because India wanted them and that they had made India prosper as pure hypocrisy. The English, Tocqueville argued, had had exactly the opposite effect on India’s economy. They had systematically destroyed its industry, with disastrous consequences for the country:


The English are wasting the riches of India much less than their predecessors could. But they are ruining them in a different and perhaps more efficient way, namely by destroying industry, even the most common industry, or by monopolizing it and preventing Indian products from being sold.20



Tocqueville also paid special attention to the way that the English had tried to reform the system of taxation and property relations in India. In studying the complex types of property that existed in India, he says, you quickly realize that private property is unique to Europe: “Individual property, which we regard as a quasi-natural institution, really only exists in Europe.”21

The attempt by the English to reform the property system in India had failed, however, and this failure was closely linked to the attempts to change the system of taxation. “The extraction of taxes . . . is the most delicate question of all government”; and the English had badly miscalculated the impact of the changes that they had introduced into the ownership of land.22 In all brevity, Tocqueville argued, the English had structured the taxes in such a way that there was no incentive for landowners to innovate. The new tax system stifled agriculture and kept food production low.

Throughout his analysis of Indian society, Tocqueville repeatedly singles out the importance of the castes; what he says on this topic is also of interest for his general theory of class, since class and caste are closely related in his work. A caste, according to Tocqueville, is defined by the fact that “no one may either exit or enter.”23 Each caste in India became, as a result, a world or a nation of its own. This prevented a national society from emerging. It also made it hard to mobilize defense in India at the national level—and very easy for foreign powers to conquer.

The fact that Tocqueville’s research on India was not directly related to any of his official duties as a politician means that what he wrote on this topic is in some ways closer in spirit to Democracy in America than to his parliamentary reports and newspaper articles. This is obvious in many ways, not least from Tocqueville’s research notes from the various studies of India that he went through.

In one of these notes, for example, Tocqueville raises the issue of how to establish causality in social analysis. It is not enough for the analyst, he says, to just present and study “outer facts”; you also have to take a further step and try to establish “general causes.”24 In doing so, he adds, there are often special “circumstances” that need to be taken into account in order to get at the causality involved.25

In a similar vein Tocqueville attacks a historian of the British conquest of India for presenting simply a “narrative,” even if he happens to be good at this (“a very secondary quality in a historian”).26 What should instead be singled out, according to Tocqueville, are “the salient facts” and the “mechanism” involved. It is never enough to just present the facts; these also have to be confronted with and penetrated by the analyst’s thought. Or, in the more expressive French language, facts have to be “pensés.”27

While it may be true that Tocqueville’s study of India was an expression of his personal interest in the country, and that his failure to complete it was a casualty of his many political burdens, it is also clear that Tocqueville’s work on India was deeply influenced by his political worldview. Tocqueville makes, for example, the by now familiar comment that “it is not always from a financial perspective that one should judge a conquest.”28 The glory that having a colony bestows on the mother country matters more than the money involved.

The strength of Tocqueville’s conviction that France should have colonies and a place in the sun can be measured by the fact that it was the English—France’s archenemy in foreign policy issues—whom he applauded for having conquered India. Later he would also applaud the English for invading China. This was truly “a great event,” he said, and part of “a whole series of events which gradually push the European race abroad to subjugate all other races.”29

But at the same time he was praising England, Tocqueville was also trying to figure out a way for the French to replace the English; the third part of his projected book was to be called “How the English Empire in India Can Be Taken.”30 Once it was no longer a question of Europeans versus non-Europeans, the truce, so to speak, was over.



Algeria

Tocqueville’s writings on Algeria are much discussed and contested. They contain a strong advocacy of French colonialism and, by virtue of this, would seem to contradict Tocqueville’s stance for freedom in other writings. From a theoretical perspective, it can be added, they also run counter to Tocqueville’s theory that society is moving in the direction of greater equality. Finally, the type of inequality at issue here is different from the one created through industry or slavery.

The French interest in Algeria dates to 1830 when France occupied Algiers and some parts of the African coast. The earlier ruler, the Ottoman Empire, was in decline and easily ousted. During the 1830s the French did not know what to do with the colony. By 1840, however, it was clear that a choice had to be made between abandoning the areas that had been occupied and turning Algeria into a full-scale colony. The French chose the latter option, a decision that was immediately met with opposition by the local population. This opposition was defeated during the 1840s by the French Army, as part of a policy that created misery and brought death on a massive scale among the Algerians.31

Tocqueville followed the Algerian question with much interest and enthusiasm from the very beginning. His friend and distant cousin, Louis de Kergorlay, took part in the initial attack in 1830, and a few years later the two friends toyed with the idea of buying land in Algeria and moving there. Nothing came out of these ideas, but Algeria continued to occupy Tocqueville’s thoughts. For him it was always closely related to the issues of French grandeur and national pride.

The idea of grandeur is tied in a peculiar way to the Tocqueville Problem, or the contradiction between the freedom advocated in Democracy in America and Tocqueville’s defense of his country’s colonial policy in Algeria. The Tocqueville Problem also has an important economic dimension, as I will try to show in the next few pages, which are devoted to a discussion of Tocqueville’s writings on Algeria.

Tocqueville soon became convinced that France, in order to preserve its grandeur, must change its strategy for controlling Algeria. Disorder was created by having the military rule Algeria, and the colony was mismanaged in a number of ways. Instead of relying so strongly on military domination, he suggested, it should switch to a type of domination that was primarily economic in nature. This was to be done through the development of a flowering French agrarian settlement in Algeria. By expressing these ideas in debates and parliamentary reports, Tocqueville was also able to give them political force.


The First Articles on Algeria (1837)

Tocqueville began his writings on Algeria with two long articles that appeared in 1837 in a small newspaper called La presse de Seine-et-Oise at the time he was making his first attempt to be elected to the Chamber of Deputies. It is sometimes suggested that he wrote these two articles (before he had ever been to Algeria) to draw attention to his favorable qualities as a political candidate. Another and perhaps more likely reason is that he considered Algeria important to France and was passionately interested in the issue.

Around this time Tocqueville also began to study the Qur’an carefully and took notes as he read. His general verdict was that Islam is profoundly fatalistic in nature and inferior in most respects to Christianity. He was also, more generally, well read on Algerian affairs—another indication of his personal interest.

Tocqueville’s main stance in the two articles from 1837 was that Algeria had great potential to be extremely important to France and its grandeur. “I have no doubt,” he announced, “that we shall be able to raise a great monument to our country’s glory on the coast of Africa.”32

Tocqueville begins the articles by introducing the reader to a description of Algeria’s geography as well as its social and economic structure. The population mainly consists of two main groups, the reader is told: the Kabyles in the mountains, who live off trade and agriculture, and the Arabs on the plains, who scorn trade and are part nomad, part sedentary.

Before the arrival of the French the history of the country was closely linked to that of the Ottoman Empire, which had controlled the Maghrib since the 1500s. The Kabyles were never subdued, while the Arab tribes were played off against each other. The Ottoman rulers, Tocqueville says, basically controlled the cities and ruled from these. Their main interest was in extracting tributes from the country.

The tone of the introduction and the way Tocqueville presents Algeria remind the reader of the beginning pages of Democracy in America. One important difference, however, is that while Tocqueville’s work on America is primarily a study of another country, there is an additional quality to his articles on Algeria. This is that Tocqueville was analyzing Algeria and its socioeconomic structure with a concrete political purpose in mind, namely to help France better control its colony. “Tocqueville used his intellectual tools,” as one commentator has put it, “to serve the purpose of a Western state bent upon conquering a territory outside of Europe.”33

Getting information about Algeria was very important, according to Tocqueville, not least because the French had made the mistake of destroying all the administrative records when they conquered Algiers. They had also removed all the administrators, which made it even harder to rule the country. The lack of records had made it especially difficult to create an efficient tax system.

The tone in Tocqueville’s two articles from the 1830s is positive and confident. The French, he emphasizes, should create respect for property and for the individual in Algeria. The French and the Algerians can live together in peace; there is no reason why they should not also be able to mix and blend in the long run.
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Figure 7.1. French soldier in Algeria, 1843. Wood engraving, drawn by Auguste Raffet and engraved by Hubert in 1843.

But it is clear as well from Tocqueville’s articles that domination is a primary purpose of France in Algeria, and Tocqueville is free with his advice about what needs to be done to secure this domination. To get the Arabs on the side of the French, he says, it would probably be best to focus on civil and religious issues. For the Kabyles, in contrast, another strategy is more suitable—one that is centered on economic issues. While the Kabyles are fierce fighters, they also have a deep love for “material pleasures.”34 “It would be much easier for us to conquer them with our luxuries than with our cannons.”35

One of Tocqueville’s skills as a social analyst was to connect topics that at first did not seem related. In the case of the Kabyles, Tocqueville related economics to politics in a very special way: an economic measure was directly used as a means for a political goal. Trade could translate into glory.



The Second Set of Writings on Algeria (1841–46)

Tocqueville decided to visit Algeria in 1841 to find out for himself what was going on. He also went there in 1846, as part of his work on Algeria for the Chamber of Deputies. The two trips resulted in a few hundred pages of writing: travel notes, a report Tocqueville wrote for himself, and two reports that he put together in his capacity as a deputy.

By the time Tocqueville arrived in Algeria in 1841, the situation in the country was very different from what it had been when he wrote the two newspaper articles in 1837. Most important, the French government had in the meantime changed its strategy from restricted occupation to total military conquest under the leadership of Governor-General Bugeaud.

Bugeaud was a brilliant military officer who had devised a very successful tactic in the war against the local population. It was to attack the material foundation of the population through a series of rapid attacks, so-called razzias, as opposed to engaging the enemy in conventional military battles. Part of the new strategy was to burn the villages and the crops.36

Tocqueville’s first trip lasted a little more than a month. He arrived extremely well prepared, and he was accompanied by Beaumont and his brother Hippolyte. Tocqueville was very eager, it seems, to tackle the situation with a fresh mind, just as he had done ten years earlier in America.

Soon after his arrival Tocqueville was offered the opportunity to accompany Bugeaud and the French Army on a razzia, something he was eager to do. In the end, however, he had to decline because he had become ill. He soon got worse, and repeated attacks of dysentery forced him to return prematurely to France.
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Figure 7.2. Algiers on Tocqueville’s arrival in 1841. Steel engraving from 1841, drawn by Jean Chandelier and engraved by Albert Henry Payne. It is possible that Chandelier accompanied Tocqueville to Algeria and that the picture was one of a series intended to accompany his writings from this trip. From Tocqueville’s travel notes, May 7, 1841: “Aswe approach, we perceive a multitude of small white houses garnishing the mountain furrows. As we round Cape Caxine, Algiers appears: an immense quarry of white rock sparkling in the sun” (Tocqueville,Writings on Empire and Slavery [Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001], 36).

During the second trip Tocqueville was accompanied by his wife and some colleagues from the Chamber of Deputies. Since he was wary of getting sick again he did not want to do a thorough exploration of the country. He was nonetheless determined to acquire new knowledge and to leave preconceived notions behind: “Experience has taught me that one never knows thoroughly what one has not studied for oneself.”37

Bugeaud had carefully arranged the tour for the visiting group of deputies, which meant that they would only get to see what fit the official picture of what was going on in the country. Tocqueville went along with this for a while, but then took off on his own so he could form his own opinion. He was especially interested in learning more about the situation of the French who had immigrated to Algeria to become farmers. They, according to Tocqueville, were the key to whether the colony would be a success or not.

Tocqueville saved his notes from his visit in 1841, and these are now available in his collected works. One of his first comments, after having landed on Algerian soil, reads as follows: “This would be the land of promise, if you did not have to farm with a gun in your hand.”38

Tocqueville’s notes from the second trip have been lost. There is, however, a description of his activities during the official trip with Bugeaud as well as when he was on his own, thanks to a journalist who accompanied Tocqueville. From this source we know, for example, that Tocqueville sought out the Arab bureaus for information and that he visited several French villages to find out for himself what the situation of the French farmers was like.39




The Private Report from 1841

After returning to France, Tocqueville spent a few months writing a report on the situation in Algeria, which was intended exclusively for his own use. Tocqueville, it seems, wanted to sort out his ideas on Algeria, and writing down his impressions and analyzing them was a way to accomplish this. He also let Beaumont read the report since Beaumont was planning to write a book on Algeria. He had no plans, however, to publish it.40

One reason Tocqueville wrote the report “without any publication in mind,” as he put it, seems to have been that he did not think that he knew enough about Algeria. He wrote the report at Château de Tocqueville, while his books on Algeria were in Paris. “In writing these few pages,” he says, “I have at each step felt stopped by my lack of real knowledge and sufficient facts.”41

What nonetheless makes the report interesting is the fact that Tocqueville was more candid when he wrote for himself than he was in his public writings on Algeria. And when his report from 1841 was published in 1962, together with his other writings on Algeria, the result was a debate that has continued till the present day.

Tocqueville begins his report by asserting that France cannot leave Algeria just because it is being challenged by a few “little barbarian tribes.”42 To do so would signal to the world that France is a second-rate power and that “its age of greatness is over.” France must stay in Algeria, Tocqueville insists, and especially devote itself to the task of developing the parts of the country where the French immigrants live. The goal should be to turn these into flourishing agricultural areas into a European and Christian civilization.

There are some French people, Tocqueville notes, who argue that all Algerians should be killed. He does not agree with this call to “kill everybody,” which seems to have been the French equivalent of “Exterminateall the brutes!” But Tocqueville does endorse Bugeaud’s strategy of using razzias to break the resistance of the local population. The passage in which he does so reads as follows:


I have often heard men in France, whom I respect, but with whom I do not agree, find it wrong that we burn harvests, that we empty silos, and finally that we seize unarmed men, women and children.

These, in my view, are unfortunate necessities, but ones to which any people who wants to wage war on the Arabs is obliged to submit.43



The main emphasis in Tocqueville’s report, however, is not on violence as a useful strategy for the French (“unfortunate necessities”). What needs to be done, according to Tocqueville, is instead to develop a French society in Algeria based on agriculture and separate from the Arabs and the Kabyles.

As part of this strategy Tocqueville advocates the seizure of land from the Algerians. He notes that the local population finds this “irritating”; he also notes that it is unsafe for European farmers to live anywhere but in armed villages.44 Another way to ensure the success of this strategy of settler colonialism, Tocqueville emphasizes, is to ensure that private property is respected in Algeria. This is especially important since the army and the local French authorities carry out expropriations as they see fit.

One reason for this deplorable behavior, Tocqueville says, is that the military men are very hostile to the immigrants from France who, they feel, have only come to Algeria to make money. Tocqueville’s comment on the way that economic issues get entangled in the military-civilian relationship is as follows: “You notice that more or less all of them [the military men] watch the colonists making money with secret irritation, and they willingly seize occasions to lessen their profit or ruin their enterprises.”45

The best way to stop this threat to private property, Tocqueville argues, is to introduce a law about expropriations in Algeria, and see to it that the military as well as the local French authorities follow it. The task is described as follows:


Establish by a law, or at the very least by royal ordinance, forms of expropriation that are less rapid and less savage than the ones used in Algeria. Impose the obligation of paying a real price for the property. Surround the declaration of eminent domain with certain formalities that prevent it from being as lightly used as now.46



The reason it is so important to impose respect for private property, Tocqueville argues, is that the only thing that can ultimately make people overcome the difficulties they face as immigrants is the incentive to make their own fortune: “Those who have studied the matter practically know. . . that what is required to fight against the innumerable difficulties of an original settlement is nothing less than all the energy of the passions to which individual property gives rise.”47 What drives the settlers and what gives them strength, in brief, is the prospect of owning property and making money.
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Figure 7.3. A French model farm in Algeria, 1840s. Punch or the London Charivari 7 (1844): 109.

But as always with Tocqueville, his advocacy of private property and profit-making is subordinate to the political interest of the French state. He never mentions the possibility of developing industry and commerce in Algeria, only agriculture. He also attacks speculators very strongly, and by speculators he means those who acquire agricultural property to make a profit by selling it, as opposed to those who work the land and are productive.

Tocqueville also suggests a number of other ways in which the French state can help the settlers, besides strengthening private property by ending arbitrary expropriations. One would be to eliminate customs on Algerian products in France. He realizes that this will be expensive, since the state will lose a source of income. But, as always with Tocqueville, a colony must not be judged primarily from a financial perspective:


In the current state of things, Algeria should not be considered from the commercial, industrial, or colonial point of view: we must take an even higher perspective to consider this great question. There is in effect a great political interest that dominates all the others.48



It should be added that on this particular issue Tocqueville did not agree with the small clique of liberal political economists who were members of the Chamber of Deputies during the July Monarchy and who were all critical of the venture in Algeria.49 While the economists referred to the logic of the market in their arguments, Tocqueville felt that national pride and the glory of France were more important.

Tocqueville also argued that the French administration in Algeria needed to be overhauled in a fundamental way. Every question relating to the administration of Algeria should not be decided in Paris, as was currently the case. As much as possible should instead be decided in Algeria. A ministry for Algeria was needed that could take over many of the tasks that the Ministry of War was currently handling. In Algeria itself it was also crucial that a clear line was drawn between civil and military administration, and that the military authorities did not intervene in civilian issues.

Tocqueville ends his private report by arguing that it is not possible for the French and the native population in Algeria to live together and mix with each other. Each people should have its own area and its own culture. The notion that the French and the Algerians can live together—a view that Tocqueville had advocated a few years earlier—is little but a dream. It shows, he now says, that you have never been in Algeria.



The Parliamentary Reports on Algeria from the 1840s

In early 1847 Tocqueville was appointed chair and rapporteur of a committee in the Chamber of Deputies that had been assigned the task of responding to two appropriation bills for Algeria. The funds would have allowed Bugeaud to continue his policy of a militarized Algeria, but assigning them to the scrutiny of a parliamentary committee was a sign that Bugeaud did not have the full support of the government. The two reports Tocqueville wrote in his capacity as a rapporteur could in other words have an important impact on French policy toward Algeria.

While Tocqueville wrote in the name of a committee, it is widely held that the opinions in the two reports coincided on all essential points with his own views.50 In both Tocqueville basically delivers the same message as in his private report from 1841. Bugeaud has done an excellent job in pacifying Algeria, Tocqueville says, and it is true that the French and the Algerians cannot mix but should live apart. France, however, Tocqueville insists, must replace its strategy of military conquest with one of agrarian colonization by the French immigrants.

Here and there Tocqueville adds some new information or argument to his earlier views. He addresses, for example, the task of doing research on the Algerians in some detail, and notes that “one can study barbarous people only with arms in hand.” He also discusses the French need for information about the Algerian population. “We conquered the Arabs before knowing them,” he says, but concludes that we now have enough information to “yield the secret of how to govern them.” This information includes knowledge about “their customs, their ideas, their beliefs” and “the history of the different tribes.” “We [also] have accurate biographies of all the powerful families.”51

In discussing how the French state can improve the administration in Algeria, Tocqueville suggests that it should follow the English example and provide a proper education for those who are planning to work as administrators in the colonies. The French authorities should, for example, provide courses in public administration and “political economy.” Thomas Malthus, Tocqueville says, teaches political economy to those who intend to join the civil service in India.52 Again, in brief, Tocqueville suggests the use of economics as a tool to dominate another country (“study with arms in hand”).

Similarly, Tocqueville spends several pages in his parliamentary reports on the argument that it is crucial to rely less on the state and more on the immigrants themselves for the French policy of agrarian settlements to be successful. It is especially important to give immigrants the right economic incentives; for this to happen they must be “put . . . in a position to make their fortune on their own.”53

This can be accomplished in a number of ways, Tocqueville suggests, and we are already familiar with his concern about ending the practice of arbitrary expropriations. A novel measure that Tocqueville suggests has to do with the capital market in Algeria. There is a lack of equity in the colony, he says, which has a negative effect on the economy. One reason for this is the absence of French banks and credit institutions in Algeria. More important, however, is the failure of the authorities to institute a well-functioning mortgage system in the colony, which in turn is closely related to the muddy situation of property rights.

Tocqueville concludes his argument in the reports for the Chamber of Deputies by stating that for some purposes the best way to further French political interest in grandeur is to rely on the logic of the market. While he had always argued that the interests of the French nation must have precedence over the private interests of its citizens, he was not, as we know, averse to advocating private economic interests on the condition that this was done to advance the country’s political interests:


If the farmer in Africa can produce his goods cheaply and sell them at a good price, colonization will take care of itself. If capital is in danger or remains unproductive, on the other hand, all the governors’ arts and all the treasury’s resources will be exhausted without attracting and keeping the desired population on the land.54



Tocqueville’s reports helped mobilize the political resistance against Bugeaud and were especially instrumental in causing the Chamber of Deputies to reject the appropriation bills for the military in Algeria. Bugeaud was forced to resign, which meant that the most violent phase of the conquest of Algeria would come to an end. His resignation also enabled new approaches, which relied more on domination through civilian and economic components, to be instituted.



Concluding Remarks: The Economy Versus Moments of Exaltation

In his politics during 1839–48 Tocqueville was first and foremost concerned with countering the tendency in democratic society toward individualism, that is, with countering the apolitical tendencies that come with an exclusive concern over material well-being. What makes Tocqueville’s views on French politics different from his ideas in Democracy in America is that while he argued that individualism in the United States was best fought with the help of associations and religion, in the case of France, he relied on two very different remedies: “political passions” and “national pride.”

It was not possible, according to Tocqueville, to encourage associational life in France because of the country’s revolutionary tradition. An appeal to forming organizations would encourage revolutionary activities instead of training its citizens how to cooperate and join forces for civil purposes. What prevented religion from being an efficient counterweight to individualism in France was that the church was not very popular with the masses.

Tocqueville never submitted his ideas on political passions and national pride to personal scrutiny; one may speculate why this was the case. My own sense is that Tocqueville was of the opinion that political passions and national pride were issues that could not, and should not, be decided through thought and analysis. They constituted values; and values can by definition not be decided by reason. They are existentially justified.

For a person who doubted himself as much as Tocqueville did, it may also have been a relief to have some values to believe in without reserve. In this sense political faith is not so different from religious faith, which has its own areas in which reason is not allowed to probe. And as with religious faith, political faith may even gain in value, precisely because it occupies a reality that lies beyond ordinary life.

Whether or not it is appropriate to say that Tocqueville was “religious” in his political beliefs, his fierce adherence to political passions and national pride did create certain problems. This can be exemplified by Tocqueville’s writings on Algeria, where his political beliefs collided head-on with his ideas about democracy and freedom.

This brings us to the Tocqueville Problem, to which a number of solutions have been suggested.55 Did Tocqueville, for example, advocate freedom, and lack of freedom, at one and the same time because he was a hypocrite or, say, a crude imperialist? Or was he just part of a trend among liberal thinkers to turn pro-colonial during the mid-nineteenth century?56 Though the Tocqueville Problem does not have an easy solution, it seems clear that Tocqueville was neither a hypocrite nor a crude imperialist. Nor does the existence of a trend do much to explain Tocqueville’s behavior.

Tocqueville was not a hypocrite because he did not perceive any conflict between his ideas about freedom and what he said about Algeria.57 That this is the case can be illustrated by an anecdote about a time when he came close to realizing that the standards of freedom and liberty that he applied to Europeans should also be applied to Algerians. This happened during his first trip to Algeria, and we know about it from a letter he wrote in May 1841. Tocqueville tells his wife how the Kabyles live in the mountains and how they are happy to trade with the French—as long as the French do not enter their territory. Then comes the critical passage:


But the moment we look as though we are headed their way, it is war. Are they really so wrong, after all, and does their instinct to act inhospitably not in fact come from a sense that when Europeans infiltrate any country, however imploringly, they soon become its masters and soon after its oppressors? But enough of this philosophizing.58



This letter seems to indicate that for a brief moment it occurred to Tocqueville that it was wrong to advocate a French presence in Algeria. But he also very quickly brushed the thought away (“enough of this philosophizing”). Since Tocqueville was an excellent letter writer, and since he was writing to his wife, one is probably correct in assuming that his letter does reflect his train of thought on this issue. The fact that he wrote a letter to his brother Edouard the very same day, in which he talks about the Kabyles but does not bring up any moral issues, also indicates that this was not a very serious issue to Tocqueville.59

Tocqueville may well have been right in his assessment of himself as not very reflective. But he did turn the analytical light on himself on at least one occasion, and this was in his memoirs from the 1848 revolution, Recollections. At one point in this book he made the following observation about himself that is perhaps also relevant for his stance on Algeria: “I often glide between good and evil with a soft indulgence that borders on weakness.”60

If Tocqueville was not a conventional hypocrite, neither was he a crude imperialist who wanted France to just take whatever it wanted. Tocqueville defined himself as a man of honor; “I believe that [my] motivations are high and noble,” as he once put it.61 When it came to personal ethics and honor, Tocqueville had the highly developed sensitivity of aristocrats. He had once fought a duel as a young man and he was mentally prepared to do so all of his life.

What, then, accounts for the Tocqueville Problem? What mechanism, so to speak, accounts for the contradiction? It is hard to give a good answer, but one may argue that Tocqueville’s stance raises a general and perhaps even universal problem: how do people who consider themselves good nonetheless engage in immoral acts?

Perhaps they lack empathy with other people—of a different race, nationality, and so forth. Democracy in America contains a famous section on precisely this topic, which is relevant to recall in this context. In it Tocqueville asks the following question: how could a civilized person like Madame de Sévigné show such tenderness to her friends and at the same time be so callous in her reactions to the local peasants?62 The answer, Tocqueville suggests, is found in her total inability, as an aristocrat, to see the peasants as human beings.

In broad terms, this may also be the correct answer to the Tocqueville Problem. But colonialism in Algeria was initiated long after aristocratic society had begun to lose its hold. In brief, something else may also have been involved that prevented European colonials, especially enlightened Europeans, from identifying with the native population.

One of the few people, I feel, who has come close to answering this question is Joseph Conrad in Heart of Darkness. Conrad (or, more precisely, his alter ego, Marlow) notes that some Belgians had gone to Congo simply to plunder it the way that burglars set out to steal. They took what they could, and since they knew what they were doing was wrong, there was no difficult moral issue involved.

But then there were others who had gone to Congo—Kurtz, the idealists, and the other good people—and for them the situation was different. They did not plunder and kill the non-Europeans but behaved, they insisted, in accordance with strongly held values. Marlowe tries to explain their behavior in this way:


The conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it away from those who have a different complexion or slightly flatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look into it too much. What redeems it is the idea only. An idea at the back of it; not a sentimental pretense but an idea; and an unselfish belief in the idea—something that you can set up, and bow down before, and offer a sacrifice to.63



Tocqueville, to follow Conrad’s suggestion, may have viewed his attitude toward Algeria as a form of disinterested belief in defense of higher values—his love for France in particular. When this belief collided with reality in Algeria, it was protected, so to speak, by the idealism that inspired it. Tocqueville’s patriotism, his deep-seated love for France, and his hope that it would always be strong and respected can be seen as an example of this type of idealism. Another, of course, was his love of liberty.

In Democracy in America Tocqueville discusses different types of nationalism; the one that comes closest to his own is described as a form of “unreflective passions.” “It does not reason, it believes, it feels, it acts.”64 Tocqueville similarly describes what he himself holds highest, namely freedom, as in opposition to reflection and thought. “Do not ask me,” he says, “to analyze this sublime desire, it must be felt.”65

Perhaps Algeria and what it represented was a blind spot in Tocqueville’s moral armor. In any case, Tocqueville was well aware of the difference between good people doing evil and evil people being immoral. To cite one of his notes from the 1850s:


When the evil commit acts of violence a very cruel tyranny results, but one of which does not at all demoralize. But if the same actions which people of good will permit themselves to do hurt less, they corrupt more. They teach the doctrine . . . that there can be a certain virtue in doing evil, and that there exists a right against Right.66



While the economic dimension is not at the center of this way of looking at the Tocqueville Problem—good people being able to do evil, thanks to their ideals—it is nonetheless there. A closer look also reveals that it is more present than one might think at first glance. The economic dimension is structurally part of Tocqueville’s thought as a whole; as we shall see, it even provides a clue of sorts to Tocqueville’s stance in foreign policy matters, Algeria included.

Tocqueville, in all brevity, has a tendency in his thinking and writing to put everyday activities, including economic activities, on a lower plane as opposed to higher values, which are situated beyond self-interest. While the former are gray and dull, the latter are exhilarating and inspiring. This is a view of reality that informs Democracy in America; it can also be found in Tocqueville’s writings from the 1840s when he worked as a politician. In a note from 1848, for example, he says that what characterized the French Revolution was its “appeal to disinterested sentiments, contempt for riches and well-being, stoicism.”67

But one may ask if this way of looking at things is really unique to Tocqueville. Can one not also, for example, find similar ideas in the works of Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, and quite a few others? Society, Durkheim argues, has its own rhythm of activities, with dull everyday activities (including economic ones) predominant most of the time. But there are also moments of so-called collective effervescence, when people and groups come alive, and when new values and institutions are created. The Revolution of 1789 is an instance of such collective effervescence, according to Durkheim. He also says that in between the periods of collective effervescence you need something to keep the memory of these great times alive, and that nationalism with its symbols does precisely this.68
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Figure 7.4. Algerian rebel soldier, 1843. Wood engraving, drawn by Auguste Raffet and engraved by Hubert in 1843. Member of the infantry of native rebel leader Abd al-Quadir.

Durkheim’s ideas about dull everyday life followed by brief moments of great altruism and energy belong to the same family as Weber’s notion of charisma. The quality that defines charisma, according to the German sociologist, is first of all that it is ausseralltäglich—beyond everyday life. And nothing is more anti-charismatic and close to everyday life, he says, than the economy. Charisma, Weber also explains, can only live for a brief time, after which it dies away in the process of routinization.

The opposition between, on the one hand, charisma and collective effervescence, and, on the other, everyday life and routinization has its equivalent in the opposition found in all of Tocqueville’s thought between energizing political passions, on the one hand, and stabilizing habits, on the other.

But there is one more aspect to charisma and collective effervescence that has not been mentioned so far but is relevant to a discussion of the Tocqueville Problem. This is that they are beyond ordinary morality. Both serve good as well as evil. This is also true for Tocqueville’s political passions. The Tocqueville Problem, in other words, is in some respects a problem that goes beyond Tocqueville and is deeply anchored in nineteenth-century social thought.






Chapter Eight [image: ] Threats to the Democratic Economy


Tocqueville remained active in politics for a few years after 1848, his last year in the Chamber of Deputies. During this period a number of important events took place. First and foremost was the 1848 revolution, which ushered in a new regime. Tocqueville was elected to the new political assembly, which represented a personal triumph since a much larger number of people were allowed to vote. He also helped draw up the constitution for the Second Republic, and in 1849 he served as minister of foreign affairs. In 1851 he resigned from public life in protest against the coup d’état of Louis-Napoleon.

There is a certain dramatic quality to Tocqueville’s activities during the years 1848–51. He lived through the revolution that took place in February 1848 as well as the street battles in Paris later that summer. And after his many attempts to play an important role in French politics, he finally succeeded. The image of Tocqueville as a great author but a failed politician is not altogether correct. Tocqueville spent a decade in France’s most important political assembly, and his career peaked during his last few years in public service. By the time he withdrew from public life, he was a well-known and respected national figure.

We also want to know how these historical events and personal successes during 1848–51 affected Tocqueville’s way of thinking and of analyzing reality. Did they bring out something new in Tocqueville as a person and thinker, and if so, how did they affect his way of looking at the economy? Was he still convinced that it was important to arouse political passions in order to fight materialism and individualism? Did he still believe that practice was superior to theory, in political as well as economic life? And what about the changes that took place in French society during these years— the new sides of democratic society and the democratic economy that were coming to the fore through the revolution and the reaction against it?


Tocqueville's Last Years in Politics, 1848–51

Everything that happened after 1848 to Tocqueville as a political actor is in some way related to the 1848 revolution. The revolution was preceded by a severe economic crisis as well as an intense campaign to extend the right to vote to all men. The government’s decision to end the campaign for electoral reform set off a rebellion in Paris in February 1848, which forced the government, led by Guizot, to resign and King Louis-Philippe to abdicate. A provisional government was created, which proclaimed universal (male) voting. Tocqueville was among the deputies who were elected to the new Constituent Assembly in March 1848.

To alleviate the situation of the many unemployed and starving workers public workshops, so-called national workshops were created. When these were closed by the government a few months later, many workers rose up in rebellion, barricaded the streets, and prepared for a battle with the authorities. Socialist ideas were common among the insurgents, especially the notion that private property should be replaced by some form of collective property.

The uprising polarized the people who had led the revolution in February. The defenders of the order were frightened by the socialist slogans and the attacks on private property. After a few days of heavy fighting in June 1848, during which several thousand workers were killed, the rebellion was crushed. During these battles the government troops were helped by volunteers, who streamed to Paris from all over France, including La Manche. Tocqueville did not participate in the fighting, but watched the whole thing from the side of the government troops, who had his full support.


Recollections

These dramatic events, including Tocqueville’s part in drawing up a new constitution in 1848 and his acceptance of the position as minister of foreign affairs in 1849, are all discussed in Tocqueville’s Recollections. There are a few other writings by Tocqueville that are relevant for an understanding of the way that the 1848 revolution affected him, but this book is by far the most important source.

Recollections covers Tocqueville’s political experiences during the years 1848–49 and was written in 1850–51. Tocqueville wrote exclusively for himself, even if he would later permit the manuscript to be published after his death. It is clear not only from the text itself but also from Tocqueville’s testimony that he enjoyed writing his political memoirs. They were begun “with great spirit and pleasure,” Tocqueville says, and they were concluded in a similar sentiment.1

But even if one can sense a distinct joy behind the writing, which took place in spurts, the manuscript was never properly finished. Tocqueville, as we shall see, became busy with other projects and set Recollections to the side. As a result, the manuscript contains notes here and there in which Tocqueville tells himself to check a particular source. Some notes also reflect Tocqueville’s pride in his skill as a thinker and writer (“To be cut out, I think; I am not sure that someone else has not said this before”).2

Recollections is Tocqueville’s third book, and it is full of interesting ideas and analyses. In this and many other ways it is similar to Democracy in America and The Old Regime and the Revolution. It soon also becomes clear to the reader that Recollections is in a different category from the writings Tocqueville produced during his time as a deputy, such as his parliamentary reports, newspaper articles, and the like.

But Recollections is in some respects also very different from his other two books. For instance, Tocqueville did not carry out any sustained research for this work. Recollections is also incomplete; its three parts are loosely welded, and it lacks the polished quality of Tocqueville’s two other books. According to Raymond Aron, “Tocqueville worked and reworked his books, endlessly pondering and correcting them, but in the case of the events of 1848 he dashed off his recollections for his own personal satisfaction.”3

Despite its shortcomings, Recollections has some fascinating qualities that are absent from Tocqueville’s two major studies, and it is mainly these that make it into “an absolutely thrilling book,” to cite Aron.4 One of its most important and interesting qualities is that Tocqueville studies himself and his participation in what happened during 1848–49.

There is also something more general that sets the analysis in Recollections apart from that in Tocqueville’s earlier works. It is not easy to say exactly what this quality is, but it includes an attempt to understand “the secret motives” of political actors, himself included.5 Perhaps it was the decision not to write for an audience (or at least not for his contemporaries) that enabled Tocqueville to express himself in a different way.

What is new is, in other words, mainly related to the reflexive dimension of Recollections; it resulted, first and foremost, in a remarkable analysis of Tocqueville himself and in a series of miniature portraits of French politicians who were active during 1848–49. These portraits are a delight to read, thanks to their mixture of clever psychological insight and malicious comment.



A Release from Politics

What made Tocqueville’s new ideas, as evidenced in Recollections, suddenly emerge? To some extent it is clear that Tocqueville’s recollections draw on the thoughts and ideas he had accumulated over the years as a member of the Chamber of Deputies. He might not have had the time to write anything very original while he was a deputy, but there was certainly time, when nothing important was happening, during which he could reflect. So there was plenty of material for Tocqueville to mine.

But there is something more to Tocqueville’s new sensitivity. In one of the book’s most interesting passages he tries to answer the question of what exactly had made him see things in a new light. This comes in a passage in which he describes his reaction to the overthrow of the regime in February 1848:


I must say that when I come to look carefully into the depth of my heart, I find with some surprise a certain relief, a sort of joy, mixed with all the sorrows and fears engendered by the revolution. This terrible event made me suffer for my country, but it is clear that I did not suffer for myself; on the contrary, I seemed to breathe more freely after the catastrophe. I had always felt constrained and oppressed within the parliamentary world just destroyed; I found it full of disappointments about others, and about myself.6



Tocqueville then describes why his political activities during his nine years in the Chamber of Deputies had been such a disappointment to him. He mentions, among other things, that he was never much of a public speaker, and unhappily suggests that having “skill as a writer is more hindrance than help to a speaker and vice versa.”7 “Speeches,” he adds, “are made to be heard, not read, and the only good ones are those that move the audience.”8

He had also come to realize that he did not have what it took to be a good politician. He found it hard, for example, to put up with the pettiness and mediocrity of politics, the slow boring of hard boards. By then he also understood that his failure to recognize many of his colleagues in the Chamber of Deputies because they were so plain and dull was not very helpful to a politician. “Whenever there is nothing in a man’s thoughts or feelings that strikes me,” he explains in Recollections, “I, so to speak, do not see him.” This type of people are like “clichés,” and as a result, “I am constantly asking the names of these unknown people whom I meet every day and constantly forget.”9

The revolutionary events, in brief, effected a kind of release in Tocqueville’s mind. It made him want to shrug off his earlier life as an unsuccessful politician—“those nine rather wretched years”—and strike out in new ways.10 He now took to the streets, simply to observe what was going on. He wanted to walk around—to “listen and look.”11

On his first day of being free from parliament he noticed how the atmosphere in the city had suddenly changed and how this was reflected in its economic life:


[A]s soon as I had set foot in the street I could for the first time scent revolution in the air: the middle of the street was empty; the shops were not open; there were no carriages, or people walking; one heard none of the usual street vendors’ cries; little frightened groups or neighbors talked by the doors in lowered voices; anxiety or anger disfigured every face.12



Fear was mixed with confusion in the streets, Tocqueville noticed. People feared losing their property and their lives. Tocqueville quickly decided that their fear of losing their property was exaggerated. It was true, he knew, that revolutions provided good opportunities for thieves and robbers, but Tocqueville was convinced that there was little risk that the rich would be looted. France had had so many revolutions and riots, he explained, that rules had developed for exceptional situations of this type: “We have passed through such long years of insurrection that a particular kind of morality of disorder and a special code for days of riot have evolved.” “These exceptional laws tolerate murder and allow devastation, but theft is strictly forbidden.”13



Explaining the 1848 Revolution

Tocqueville states explicitly in Recollections that his work does not contain a history of the 1848 revolution. Instead he wanted to try to establish what the events of the revolution looked like from the inside as well as from the outside. The book was to be an experiment in new ways of thinking about politics, not a conventional study.

Tocqueville begins by pointing out that the events of the revolution seem very different when you are in the midst of them versus when they have been sorted out in an analysis by someone else. For one thing, participants look to the future and not to the past. They also tend to remember small details, not only what is important: “It is more often the little things that happen that make a deep impression on the mind and stay in the memory.”14

These observations in Recollections can be said to constitute Tocqueville’s version of Kierkegaard’s insight (from 1843) that while life is understood backward, it has to be lived forward. Tocqueville may also have agreed with a remark Kierkegaard made in his diary, where this famous statement is to be found: “life at any moment cannot ever be fully understood.”15

Recollections—to switch to looking backward and at what can be analyzed with confidence—also contains a general analysis of the causes of the revolution and, as part of this, an interesting discussion of causality. The fact that Tocqueville felt a need to address this issue—and that he felt free to do so—shows that Recollections was conceived in a very different spirit from Tocqueville’s writings from his tenure as a politician.

What is at issue, Tocqueville notes, is to decide what role general laws play versus that of particular incidents or accidents. Those who write history, but are not themselves politically active, he says, tend to see general causes at work everywhere. Politicians tend to do the opposite; they live their lives “amid the disconnected events of each day” and tend to ascribe everything to particular incidents.16 Both of these ways of explaining history, he adds, are probably wrong.

Tocqueville also takes the opportunity to sharply attack those who pretend that their theories can explain what will happen with the help of “mathematical exactness” or some kind of formula.17 Tocqueville disagrees for three reasons: they are fatalistic, and thus limit the role that freedom plays in history in an undue manner; they disregard the role of accidents; and certain things cannot be explained.

Tocqueville also presents his own approach to causality; what he has to say on this account can be seen as a continuation of what he had written in Democracy in America.18 Just as in his earlier work, he now divides causality into “first” or “general causes,” on the one hand, and “secondary causes” or “accidents,” on the other. Both typically play a role in deciding what happens.

But accidents or chance, he now adds, can only be important when the ground has already been prepared or “fertilized” by general causes: “Antecedent facts, the nature of institutions, turns of mind and the state of mores are the materials from which chance composes those impromptu events that surprise and terrify us.”19

As always, economic factors are part of the total social phenomenon for Tocqueville. One of the general causes of the 1848 revolution, he says, was “the industrial revolution” in Paris, which led to a concentration of workers in the capital.20 There were also “the democratic disease of envy,” which was especially strong among the workers, and the great hostility people felt in the 1840s toward those in power.

As an example of a secondary cause Tocqueville mentions that the most capable members of the royal family happened to be abroad at the time of the revolution. Another was that King Louis-Philippe turned out to be utterly incapable of dealing with the February events.

As a general background to what had caused the revolution Tocqueville emphasizes the fact that the middle class and its material concerns had totally dominated political life during the July Monarchy, and that its rule had been disastrous for France. What had added to the problem, according to Tocqueville, was precisely the fact that the middle class had ruled alone, without the support of any other class. It had, in this sense, been “the ruling class.”21

This also meant that it had been in a position to use the economic resources of the state exclusively for its own interests. It had, for example, filled all state jobs with people from its own ranks and dramatically increased the number of state jobs. The middle class, Tocqueville charged, had treated the government like “a private business” and “a trading company.”22

The triumph of the middle class during the July Monarchy also meant that its spirit had come to dominate the whole country; Tocqueville detested the materialistic and mediocre mentality of the middle class. One of the most vitriolic attacks in Recollections (and it contains quite a few) is devoted to this very topic. Once the middle class had taken over the French state machinery, its spirit spread throughout the country:


No sooner had this occurred than a marked lull ensued in every political passion, a sort of universal shrinkage, and at the same time a rapid growth in public wealth. The spirit peculiar to the middle class became the general spirit of the government; it dominated foreign policy as well as home affairs. This spirit was active and industrious, often dishonest, generally orderly, but sometimes rash because of vanity and selfishness, timid by temperament, moderate in all things except a taste for well-being, and mediocre; a spirit that, combined with the people or the aristocracy, could work wonders but that by itself never produces anything but a government without either virtue or greatness.23



Tocqueville also comments on the fact that what had set off the revolution was the government’s decision to forbid the campaign to extend the vote in 1848. This was not what the government had intended when it made this decision. Nonetheless, this is what had happened, and Tocqueville wanted to understand why this was the case.

This was a difficult task, and Tocqueville resorts to a metaphor to capture why things had turned out the way they did. He does this in a famous passage about the relationship in political life between actors’ intentions and the consequences of their action that is deeply colored by the new sensibility that the revolution had inspired in him:


One has to have spent long years in the whirlwind of party politics to realize how far men drive each other from their intended courses, and how the world’s fate is moved by their efforts, but often in opposite directions from the wishes of those who produced the current, like a kite which flies by the opposing action of the wind and the string.24



The metaphor of the kite, one might add, can just as well be applied to the economy as to politics—people try to accomplish certain things but get the opposite results. If there is a “whirlwind of party politics,” there is also a whirlwind of economics.

The line between politics and economics is, as always, difficult to draw in Tocqueville’s analysis, and this is also the case with Recollections. One of the themes in this work is property, and it is clear that the revolutionary events revealed new aspects of this phenomenon to him.

Before the 1848 revolution Tocqueville felt that private property was one of the special institutions necessary for modern society to exist. It belongs, as he put it, to the “unalterable laws” of modern society.25 This opinion was common enough at the time, and the entry for “property” in Flaubert’s dictionary of clichés reads as follows: “One of the foundations of society. More sacred than religion.”26

But the revolutionary events made Tocqueville scrutinize what he had taken for granted, and by 1849 he was ready to acknowledge that property can take a number of forms other than the ones that they had traditionally had. We are all too much “accustomed” to what exists, Tocqueville now says, to be able to see this clearly:


When I consider the prodigious diversity found [in the modern world], not just in the laws but in the principles of the laws and the different forms that the right of property has taken and, whatever anybody says, still takes on this earth, I am tempted to the belief that what are called necessary institutions are only institutions to which one is accustomed, and that in matters of social constitution the field of possibilities is much wider than people living within each society imagine.27



Tocqueville stops at this point. He had come to realize that there might well be other ways of organizing the economy than the ones that were dominant in bourgeois France, but he did not attempt to spell out what these new property arrangements might be like.

Nor was Tocqueville willing to join the socialists in their wholesale rejection of private property, say along the lines of Proudhon with his slogan that “property is theft.” Instead he accused the socialists of having misled workers into believing that prosperity would be within their grasp if private property were abolished.

Tocqueville’s argument on this last point is also interesting because he casts it in terms of social science theories being realized through the actions of workers. As the revolution took place, a number of theories about the way society should be reorganized appeared, Tocqueville says, and people tried to make these theories become reality through their revolutionary actions:


For it was not just a party [that of the socialists] that triumphed this time; men aimed at establishing a social science, a philosophy, and I might almost say a common religion to be taught to all men and followed by all men. Therein lay the really new element in the old picture.28



Recollections testifies as well to some interesting new developments in Tocqueville’s thinking about class. His portrait of the middle class during the July Monarchy has already been mentioned. Recollections, to a large extent, is a study of a very special form of class struggle, namely when the members of the classes fight each other with arms—or, to use Tocqueville’s terminology, when there is “a war between the classes.”29

To this should be added that in Recollections we find Tocqueville’s most thought-provoking definition of the middle class—essentially as a class, which tends to blend with other classes and whose boundaries are always unsure. Or, in Tocqueville’s own, more complex formulation,


The middle class is never a compact body within the nation, nor does it form any very distinctive party within the whole. There is always something that it shares with all the others, and in some place it becomes merged with them. This lack of homogeneity and of precise boundaries makes the rule of the middle class weak and vacillating.30



But Recollections contains much more about the working class and “the people” (defined as “the classes who work with their hands”) than about the middle class.31 Tocqueville was especially struck by the phenomenon that Marx interpreted as class-consciousness but which he conceptualized in a somewhat different way. For one thing, Tocqueville was not interested in drawing a line between true and false class-consciousness. The idea of a class in itself becoming a class for itself would have struck him as an uninteresting philosophical argument (he never read Marx).32 The quality he singles out to comment on instead is how pervasive proletarian class-consciousness was during the 1848 revolution.

It was, he says, as if all the workers in Paris—men, women, and children—had suddenly become connected to one another. The result was extraordinary and nearly claustrophobic for those who did not belong to the working class: “The spirit of the insurrection circulated from end to end of that vast class and in all its parts, like blood in the body; it filled places where there was no fighting as much as those that formed the battlefield; and it had penetrated into our houses, around us, above us, below us.”33



Little Economic Things

As mentioned earlier, Recollections contains an analysis of not only the main events of the revolution but also “the little things” that somehow stick in your mind, even if they are not important. Some of these were “little economic things” or details with an interesting economic component. To Tocqueville they sometimes also provided access to the meaning of the revolution, as its participants saw it.

One of these little things was not so little—it involved more than two hundred thousand people taking part in a revolutionary festival—but it did not affect the objective unfolding of the revolution, and its details may seem of minor interest today. To Tocqueville, however, as he was writing Recollections, they seemed as vivid as the day they took place.

A few weeks before the fighting broke out in Paris, the revolutionaries decided to have a huge festival celebrating the ideals of the new Republic. The members of the National Assembly (all secretly armed, including Tocqueville) were sitting at one end of a huge open place (Champ de Mars) while a procession filed by them.

An endless parade of people and vehicles symbolizing everything from nations to virtues and political institutions filed by the members from early morning until late evening. What made the whole event so sinister and frightening to Tocqueville was that all of the two hundred thousand people who watched the parade were armed, and he feared that they would soon take the side of either the government or the workers in the civil war that was about to begin. In the strong sun, the thousands of bayonets melted together and looked like “a lake of liquid steel” to Tocqueville.34

The symbolism of the festival added to the surreal quality of the event, but it also reveals something about the economic ideals and hopes of the new Republic. The procession contained a number of allegories, which Tocqueville describes as follows:


France, Germany and Italy hand in hand; Equality, Liberty and Fraternity also hand in hand; Agriculture, Trade, the Army, the Navy and above all a colossal statue of the Republic. A car was to be drawn by sixteen plough horses; this car, according to the program, was to be of simple, rustic shape and to carry three trees, an oak, a laurel and a fig, symbolizing strength, honor and plenty, and it was also to carry a plough surrounded by ears of corn and flowers. Laborers and young girls dressed in white would stand round the plough singing patriotic songs. We were also promised oxen with gilded horns, but they did not give us those.35



There are a number of studies of revolutionary festivals of this type, but the focus in these is typically on the political element rather than on their economic dimension.36 Nonetheless, Tocqueville’s description shows that the economic vision and mentality of the new republicans were about as different from the economic realities of the July Monarchy and its “economic laws” as it was possible to be. Gone were the bankers, the speculators, the factory owners, and the hungry workers. Instead a kind of mercantilist and rustic dream of Plenty and Prosperity was celebrated, accompanied by idealized laborers and maidens dressed in white.

Another “little thing” that stuck in Tocqueville’s mind during these days illustrates how widespread the ideas of the 1848 revolution were and, as earlier mentioned, how “the spirit of the insurrection circulated from end to end of that vast class and in all its parts, like blood in the body.”

It is a story Tocqueville was told during the revolution by the economist Adolphe Blanqui. The two men knew each other from the Chamber of Deputies as well as the Academy of Moral and Political Sciences.37 Blanqui was a liberal economist and advocate of free trade, and Tocqueville was probably familiar with Blanqui’s work since he had a copy of Blanqui’s history of political economy in his library.

Blanqui told Tocqueville a story about an event in his household during the revolution. “Although it is very trivial,” Tocqueville says, “it wonderfully illustrates the character of that time.”38 Given that it happened to an economist, one may add, it also illustrates the gap that existed between what professional economists at the time viewed as “economic” and economic reality itself.

Tocqueville summarized the story as follows:


Blanqui had brought up from the country and taken into his house as a servant the son of a poor man whose distress had touched him. On the evening of the day when the insurrection started, he heard this child say as he was clearing away after the family dinner: “Next Sunday (it was on a Thursday) it is we who will be eating the chicken’s wings.” To which a little girl who was working in the house answered: “And it is we who will wear the lovely silk dresses.”39



Someone, in short, had told the children that once socialism had won, the workers would become the new masters and live in prosperity. Tocqueville adds a comment that shows what he thought of Blanqui’s capacity to handle the new economic reality of revolution:


The crowning touch is that Blanqui was very careful not to show that he had heard these monkeys; they made him very frightened. It was only after the victory that he dared to take this ambitious youngster and the vainglorious little girl back to their hovels.40



Tocqueville’s comment also illustrates his lack of sentimentality toward the lower classes. Class barriers were formidable in nineteenth-century France; Tocqueville, like other members of his class, knew very little about the workers and what they thought.

This lack of knowledge comes out very clearly in his meeting with George Sand, as recounted in Recollections. When Tocqueville was introduced to George Sand, and she told him what the workers were thinking about before the June insurrection in 1848—“their thoughts, passions, terrible resolves”—his first reaction was that she must be exaggerating.41 But as the events would soon show, Tocqueville notes, she was absolutely right.

The fact that it was only through his chance encounter with George Sand that Tocqueville got some firsthand information about what the workers were thinking makes one wonder how it was possible for someone as curious as he was to not already have this information. But it is clear from Recollections that Tocqueville did not “interview” any workers during his walks throughout Paris. It would also seem that he never studied the social situation of French workers or kept up with the growing literature on the subject.42

This raises another question: why had Tocqueville, who had interviewed so many people when he was in the United States, not done the same in his own country? One may speculate why Tocqueville never took this step, which seems so obvious and natural today. One possible answer is that it is harder to do something new at home than when one is in another country. As a traveler abroad, one is not tied to the local social structure; it is precisely this that makes it easy to deviate from one’s normal behavior and try out new things—including new ways of thinking and doing research.

At home, in contrast, people are more tightly locked into their social positions, which both protect and restrict them. The traveler Tocqueville, who was not so easy to place for the people he met in the United States, became in Paris an aristocrat and a deputy whose dress, behavior, and so on signaled to everyone who he was and what he expected from his surroundings, in terms of deference and more. This did not inspire openness, either from Tocqueville’s side or from that of the other person— especially if the social distance was huge.

But whatever the reason, one can find other examples of Tocqueville’s negative attitude toward the working class in addition to his remarks about Blanqui’s child servants. It is often pointed out, for example, that he voted against granting amnesty to those who had been arrested after the uprising in June 1848. He also voted against all legislation that alleviated the burdens of workers, such as shortening the workday to ten hours, abolishing a tax on salt, and so on.43

But Tocqueville may have seen his actions somewhat differently, and not in terms of a general hostility toward the working class. What is also important to keep in mind, I would argue, is that at one point during the revolution Tocqueville made the decision to stop being an onlooker, support the government forces, defend the Republic, and risk his life in doing so.

Exactly when this decision was made is not clear from Recollections, but it was probably some time in March or soon thereafter. In any case, this was a crucial decision, and he makes a point of telling about it in Recollections: “I therefore decided to plunge headlong into the fray, risking wealth, peace of mind and life to defend, not any particular government but the laws that hold society together.”44

Tocqueville was not in good enough physical shape to fight himself. He also had no military training or personal war experience (apart from what he had seen in Algeria), in contrast to several of his friends and family members. But despite this, he spent much time with the government troops in the streets of Paris and exposed himself to enemy fire in a way that he easily could have avoided. Members of the upper classes who were more cautious than Tocqueville, it can be added, had at an early point in the conflict left Paris.

Before the final battle Tocqueville was also often in situations in which he found it necessary to be armed. For example, at one point he was told that his concierge had boasted that he would kill Tocqueville if he got a chance. Tocqueville immediately faced up to the challenge and made the decision to “kill him like a dog” if it came to a confrontation.45 To Tocqueville the 1848 revolution was a question of life and death, not social problems.




The Right to Work: Constitutional Politics/Constitutional Economics

As previously mentioned, Tocqueville was elected to the new Constituent Assembly a few weeks after the initial insurrection in February 1848. This represented a personal triumph for him since the electorate had swelled enormously as a result of the proclamation of universal male suffrage. He also got elected by a huge margin.

Tocqueville liked the new assembly much better than the old one where he had suffered so much boredom and frustration. It gave him “a sense of happiness,” he says; he especially appreciated its resolve to stand up for the Republic.46

Tocqueville continued to feel some of this happiness later in 1848 when he was working on a committee that created a constitution for the Second Republic. In about a month this small committee produced an entirely new constitution, which consisted of 139 paragraphs. The length of the document meant that the work had to be rushed in a way that Tocqueville found deplorable. He also thought that most of the committee members were too mediocre to draft a first-class constitution.

Some of Tocqueville’s ideas for organizing the new Republic were accepted, while others were rejected. From the perspective of his analysis of the economy, his opposition to a proposed amendment to the new constitution that proclaimed the right to work of all citizens is of special interest. The background to the demand was the following. In February 1848 the provisional government had proclaimed that it was going to guarantee the right to work for all citizens. In the fall of 1848 radical members of the Constituent Assembly raised this issue again, and their demand was supported by many workers. It is clear that for workers the right to work had become an important symbol for what they wanted; in particular, they saw it as a way to fight unemployment.

Tocqueville viewed things differently. He thought that the right to work was very dangerous and that it would lead directly to socialism. In his opinion, it was absolutely imperative that it be stopped. He was not alone in fighting against the amendment. Opponents in the assembly included Lamartine and Thiers as well as its two economists, Frédéric Bastiat and Louis Wolowski.47 Practically all economists in the country were also strongly against it.

On September 12 Tocqueville gave an eloquent speech against the right to work, which he had carefully prepared. The speech was very successful and was later issued as a pamphlet.48 While it is usually seen as a political speech, this characterization does not capture its nature completely. Tocqueville wanted the effects of the 1848 revolution to be political and only political in nature, and wanted the economic foundations of society to be left alone. The revolution, he argued, was about creating a new type of political system and not a new type of economy.

While Tocqueville’s speech against the right to work is in many respects a political (and polemical) speech, it can also be read as an exercise in constitutional economics since it deals with the ground rules of the economy. Depending on the way these rules are structured, a society will have a capitalist economy, a socialist economy, and so forth.

Tocqueville began his speech by arguing that if the constitutional amendment about the right to work was accepted, the state would eventually end up taking over the whole economy. It would have to either create jobs itself, in which case it would become “the ubiquitous industrial entrepreneur,” or tell the existing entrepreneurs to hire workers, which would result in socialism.49

Tocqueville then confronted socialism directly. He criticized socialism on three grounds. First, it only looks at man’s material side. It constitutes, as he put it, “an energetic continuous appeal to man’s material passions.”50 This means that the soul cannot get what it needs in a socialist society. Everything is about satisfying the body, and the ultimate goal of socialism is “unlimited consumption for everybody.”51

Second, socialism represents an attack on the institution of private property. But private property, Tocqueville told the Chamber of Deputies, is necessary for human society to exist. Some socialists want to abolish private property, while others want to diminish its importance in society— and thereby “make something else of it than the private property that we know and have known since the world began! [Very vigorous signs of agreement].”52


Reactions to the Socialist Attack on Private Property during the 1848 Revolution

Now property was raised to the level of Religion and became indistinguishable from God. Attacks on property were regarded as a form of sacrilege, almost as cannibalism. In spite of the most humanitarian legislation ever passed in France, the spectre of ’93 reappeared, and the sound of the guillotine made itself heard in every syllable of the word “Republic”—although this did not prevent people from despising it for its weakness. Conscious of no longer having a master, France began to cry out in terror, like a blind man without a stick, or a child who has lost its nurse.

—Gustave Flaubert, Sentimental Education53

In the 1860s Flaubert set out to write “the moral history of the men of my generation” in what was to become Sentimental Education.54 Part of the work is set during the 1848 revolution in Paris. Flaubert had himself spent some time in Paris in early 1848. To prepare for his book he later also read a huge number of newspapers and pamphlets as well as the main works of the socialists.He interviewed a number of participants in the revolution as well, including George Sand, whom Tocqueville briefly met with during the revolution.


Tocqueville’s third objection to socialism was that it is deeply distrustful of liberty. This is one more reason why it constitutes “the road to serfdom,” to borrow a phrase Friedrich Hayek would later pick up from Tocqueville’s speech and use as the title for a famous work of his own.55

Coupled with the distrust of freedom among the socialists is an overreliance on the state. Tocqueville was very critical of the socialist idea that the state should do everything for the people:


It is the idea that the State must not only direct society, but must be, so to speak, the master of every man, how should I put it—must be his master, his tutor, his schoolmaster; [Audience: Very good!] it is the idea that for fear of letting a man fail, the State must always be beside him, above him, around him, in order to guide him, protect him, sustain him, restrain him. In brief, it is more or less the confiscation of human freedom. [More manifestations of agreement in the audience].56



The socialists view material well-being as the primary objective in life, Tocqueville continued. Their new society will be “a society without air and almost without light.” To them society is “a beehive or beaver colony . . . a society of skilled animals rather than of free and civilized men.”57

Tocqueville ended his speech by saying that the amendment about the right to work should be rejected. But this does not mean, he immediately added, that the state should not assist people in trouble. The state should assume full responsibility for “charity” and extend it to all who suffer. It should be Christian in nature: “Yes, the February Revolution must be Christian and democratic, but it must not be socialist. These words summarize my whole thought, and I end by pronouncing them. [Very good! Very good!].”58

Also other speakers were against the amendment for the right to work, which eventually was rejected.



Tocqueville as Minister of Foreign Affairs

About half a year later, in the spring of 1849, Tocqueville was asked to join the new cabinet of Odilon Barrot as aminister. It was well understood that the new cabinet was going to be transitory because of the unstable political situation. This, however, did not bother Tocqueville, who felt that it was important to defend the Republic, and he believed a well-run cabinet would help do this.

Tocqueville was first offered the position of minister of agriculture and trade, which he declined. The fact that Tocqueville did not want to be in charge of agriculture and trade probably indicates that he did not think he had enough experience in these two areas. Tocqueville knew quite a bit about French agriculture through his studies as well as his own experiences as a landowner at Château de Tocqueville, but he knew less about commerce.

He was eventually offered the job of minister of foreign affairs, which he accepted. His first choice had been minister of education, and we know that Tocqueville showed a great interest in educational issues in the Chamber of Deputies. One important reason for this was that educational and Catholic affairs were closely related at this time in French politics, and Tocqueville was a strong defender of the Catholic faith.

When Tocqueville accepted the position of minister of foreign affairs he was initially “very nervous,” he says in Recollections.59 His past experiences in politics had made him unsure; it had made him question whether he would be successful in this position—on “the great voyage I was going to undertake.”

But Tocqueville soon noticed that he was very good at being a minister. Some of what had prevented him from being an effective member of the Chamber of Deputies was of no consequence in his new role, he soon learned. He was deeply relieved at this realization, and his confidence surged as he began to carry out his ministerial duties.

Since Tocqueville had been extremely interested in foreign policy since his youth, he was well prepared for his new position. As minister of foreign affairs, Tocqueville also put his research skills to use. “The minister sought information everywhere,” according to one of Tocqueville’s biographers.60 He sought such information from official agents, secret agents, travelers, journalists, people aspiring to a diplomatic career, and many more. It was just as when he traveled in the United States: it did not matter where he got the information as long as he got it.

Tocqueville did not, however, use his analytical skills during the five months the cabinet existed as he had during his time in America. There are no great speeches or writings from this period in his life. One reason for this may have been that he only dealt with routine tasks during his time as minister. Another, related reason is that he had decided that it was important for France, at this particular juncture, to keep a steady course and not get involved in new ventures.

Now and then in the parts of Recollections that deal with Tocqueville’s time as minister of foreign affairs, there are glimpses of economic topics or thoughts about the economy; some of these can be characterized as “little thoughts” with unconventional content. One example is the witty and malicious portrait Tocqueville drew of Louis-Napoleon, the president of the Republic.

In his capacity as minister of foreign affairs Tocqueville had many meetings with Louis-Napoleon. The president took a liking to his intense and serious minister of foreign affairs and would later approach Tocqueville about again becoming minister of foreign affairs. This liking was not mutual, however, and Tocqueville politely rejected these overtures as well as the offer some time later to become minister of foreign affairs a second time.

Tocqueville portrays Louis-Napoleon in Recollections as at the same time a romantic dreamer and a coarse hedonist. He was also struck by Louis-Napoleon’s peculiar attitude toward money, which he worked into his portrait:


For lack of money he was pushed into adventures for the sake of the comforts and material pleasures that, in other circumstances, might have restrained and soothed his ambition. Try and give a picture of a basket with holes in it and a man who butchers money.61





Concluding Remarks: The Peak of a Political Career

Tocqueville’s political activities from the 1848 revolution to his retirement from public life in 1851 cast some additional but also curious light on his work as a politician, as discussed in earlier chapters. Tocqueville started out with dreams of a great political career but ended up with a more realistic and perhaps also disillusioned view of what he could accomplish. The distance between the youthful and the mature Tocqueville can in this respect be captured with the help of two metaphors he uses in his discussion of politics. The first is the ship of state, in Democracy in America, and the second is the kite, in Recollections.

The second metaphor is worth some extra attention. Tocqueville uses it to capture the difficulty of getting intentions and results to come together in politics. The general context in which he uses it is the government’s decision in 1848 to forbid the agitation for an extension of the vote. This decision, Tocqueville notes, led to a rebellion which, in its turn, led to an extension of the vote.

The kite only seems to capture the process of unintended consequences in an elegant and literary manner. But the metaphor has other meanings as well. For one thing, what exactly is a kite? Is it not a toy, used by children and youth to amuse themselves and pass the time? That may well have been the case in eighteenth-century France, and perhaps Tocqueville had played with kites as a child on one of the family’s properties.

But from the eighteenth century onward kites had been used in scientific experiments to find out more about the forces in the air; in this capacity they attracted the attention of several thinkers, including Benjamin Franklin and Wittgenstein.62 A focus on the scientific side of kite-flying may also be the sense in which we should understand its use in Recollections—as long as we remember that Tocqueville’s kite follows the forces of the winds in the air more than it follows the intentions of the person flying it.

The 1848 revolution essentially had the effect of releasing Tocqueville from what can be described as a set, if not conventional, way of looking at politics to a more creative, less pessimistic, and relaxed one. It rejuvenated and energized him; it made him think in novel ways and allowed him to recapture some of the pleasures of the mind he had once known as a young man when he had traveled around, in a zigzag pattern, on the American continent, enjoying life with his friend Beaumont.

The 1848 revolution also forced Tocqueville to confront his earlier notion that political theory has little value in itself and needs to be realized through action. It had shown to him, especially through the example of the socialists, that it was wrong to believe that in order to realize certain ideas (“theory”), all you had to do was to find actors who were willing to push them through. The whole thing was much more complex than that, Tocqueville now understood. The kite does not follow the will of the one who flies it.

But this did not mean that Tocqueville had given up on a new and better world. The 1848 revolution had shaken him up and made him realize that things could be very different, as exemplified by his statement in 1849 that a totally new arrangement of property might be possible: “Necessary economic institutions are only institutions to which one is accustomed.”63
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Figure 8.1. Benjamin Franklin flying a kite. Alexander Anderson (American, 1775–1870), eighteenth to nineteenth century. Wood engraving, 5.9 x 6.7 cm (image), Fine Arts Museum of San Francisco, Achenbach Foundation for Graphic Arts. 1963.30.24209. Benjamin Franklin used a kite as part of his experiments in the late 1740s that resulted, among other things, in his discovery of the grounded rod as a protection against lightning. Franklin was wildly popular in France, where he was seen as the embodiment of freedom and enlightenment. When Franklin died in 1790, Turgot wrote a famous epigram: “Eripuit coelo fulmen, sceptrumque tirannis—He seized lightning fromthe sky and the scepter from tyrants.” Tocqueville had read some of Franklin’s writings and refers to these in Democracy in America and elsewhere.

But how should one go about creating these new economic institutions? This was a key question to address, and it is clear that Tocqueville now began thinking about it. In an important letter from 1850 to a friend who had written a pamphlet on pauperism, he quickly sketched an answer. The predicament is that we do not know what the future will be and therefore have to fight for what we know something about.

The letter was addressed to his friend Harriet Grote, the author of a recently published pamphlet on pauperism titled The Case of the Poor against the Rich fairly considered by a Mutual Friend (London, 1850). Tocqueville had received the pamphlet via Nassau Senior, not Grote, and chided her for not sending him a copy. He also commended her for displaying “the good sense of English economists” and for “defending the constituent principles on which our old European society rests: liberty, individual responsibility and especially property.”64

But Tocqueville also told his friend a bit about the way he now envisioned major changes in society, including property. The central passage reads:


Yet, I own, that this old world, beyond which neither of us can see, appears to me almost worn out; the vast and venerable machine seems more out of gear every day; and though I cannot look forward, my faith in the continuance of the present is shaken. I learn from history, that not one of the men who witnessed the downfall of the religions and social organizations that have passed away, was able to guess or even to imagine what would ensue. Yet this did not prevent Christianity from succeeding to idolatry; servitude to slavery; the barbarians from taking the place of Roman civilization, and feudalism in turn ejecting the barbarians. Each of these changes occurred without having been anticipated by any of the writers in the times immediately preceding these total revolutions. Who, then, can affirm that any one social system is essential, and that another is impossible? But it is no less the duty of honest people to stand up for the only system which they understand, and even to die for it if a better be not shown to them.65








Chapter Nine [image: ] Sorrento and the Return to Thinking



Our soul is made for thinking.

—MONTESQUIEU, Essai sur le goût



The 1848 revolution shook Tocqueville up in his ideas about politics and society; it also made him rethink his life and what he wanted to accomplish.1 After the revolution he began to sense that politics, instead of helping him realize his ideals, might be preventing him from doing so. Perhaps he was “trop engagé,” as Raymond Aron has put it.2 In addition, his everyday life as a politician made it next to impossible for him to engage in effective thinking and writing. He had little time for these activities, which were extremely demanding as he knew from his years of working on Democracy in America. As a politician, he also had to spend his energy on topics that had often been selected or conceptualized by others. Politics, finally, had its own set of goals and values that did not coincide with those of thinking.

This problematic affected Tocqueville’s analysis of economic topics just as much as it affected his analysis as a whole. His solution to it—no doubt facilitated by Louis-Napoleon’s coup d’état in 1851—was to withdraw from professional politics. Having plenty of time on his hands, he decided that he would return one last time to scholarship and the daily routine of studying, thinking, and writing. How this new resolve evolved and how it resulted in The Old Regime and the Revolution is the topic of this chapter.

In devoting a whole chapter to Tocqueville’s return to thinking, instead of to his writings, it may seem that the thread of this study of Tocqueville’s political economy is lost. The reader should therefore be reassured that this is not the case. It is rather that thinking follows its own route, which does not always coincide with that of published writings. Or to put it differently, to understand Tocqueville’s writings, you need to follow his thought.

Tocqueville’s life from 1851, when he retired from political life in protest to Louis-Napoleon’s coup d’état, to 1859, when he died from tuberculosis, can be briefly told. After his decision to refuse to take part in French politics, he continued the questioning of his life that had begun in 1848. He eventually decided to return to thinking and scholarship, and to try to write another “great work.”3 In 1856 The Old Regime and the Revolution was published, and soon thereafter Tocqueville began to work on its sequel. For a number of reasons, including an illness that had plagued him since 1850, he was unable to finish the second volume. In April 1859 Tocqueville died.

Tocqueville’s decision to change his life, and to return to serious thinking and writing one last time, would appear to have been the right one. The Old Regime and the Revolution was a great success when it was published, not only in France but also in England where it appeared simultaneously in translation. According to Tocqueville, The Old Regime sold better than any book had done for a long time in France, which means that it was somewhat of a best-seller.4

The book’s reception pleased Tocqueville, and it proved to him that he was still capable of producing a great work and capturing his audience. Posterity has confirmed this impression, not least when François Furet, a leading authority on the French Revolution, some years ago proclaimed The Old Regime “the most important book of the entire French historiography of the French Revolution.”5

Tocqueville’s last years were centered exclusively around his work on the French Revolution. When he visited England shortly after the publication of The Old Regime, he found to his delight that his book was read and discussed in the leading social and political circles. Tocqueville also received the most flattering attention everywhere he went. When he prepared to return home, in late July 1857, he was offered to travel on a ship that belonged to the English navy as a guest of honor. Tocqueville was clearly pleased by this, and would later describe to a friend how well he had been treated in England and how much he had enjoyed being escorted home in such a stately fashion.

Standing on the deck of the English naval ship in the early morning of July 21, he wrote that to his great pleasure he could make out a landmark that was situated next to his castle, in the vicinity of Cherbourg. For a moment he thought that he could see smoke coming up from Chaâteau de Tocqueville: “You can imagine that France could not have shown itself more beautifully to me.”6 Tocqueville, it would seem, had made the right decision.


Sorrento: Rebirth and the Need for New Thinking

But even if The Old Regime was a huge success and had been produced in record time, its production was the result of much toil and difficult thinking. Since the early 1840s Tocqueville had been thinking on and off about writing a new book. His experiences during the 1848 revolution had strengthened his desire to do so, inspiring him to write Recollections—but this book always remained a “little work” to Tocqueville.7 For a short time he had been freed from his everyday life as a politician by the revolution, and this made him breathe some new air. But then he had been drawn back into politics, first in the committee that worked on the new constitution, and later as minister of foreign affairs in 1849.

The work as minister of foreign affairs utterly exhausted Tocqueville, and by March 1850 he was forced to take a leave from his duties in the Legislative Assembly for six months. It would in reality be more than a year until he felt healthy enough to resume his political activities, and only on a reduced scale. A few months later, in December 1851, Louis-Napoleon carried out his coup d’eétat, which put an end for good to Tocqueville’s involvement with official politics. He first resigned from the Legislative Assembly in Paris and some time later also from the General Council of La Manche.

During the fall of 1850 Tocqueville and his wife’s doctors recommended that the couple go south and spend the winter in the Mediterranean. They chose Palermo, but circumstances caused them to end up in a small city on the southwestern coast of Italy called Sorrento. In December 1850 Tocqueville and his wife rented a house in this place and hoped for a warm winter, visits from friends, and a recovery of health. They were to stay in Sorrento till April 1851.

The Tocquevilles’ wishes for warm weather were answered by the gods and the winter of 1850–51 was particularly mild in Sorrento. Friends came to visit and Tocqueville’s health improved. In general, Tocqueville loved everything about Sorrento: the sun, the landscape, the house in which they stayed, and his newly acquired leisure. To be in Sorrento, as he wrote to Beaumont, was like living in “an ideal world.”8

Sorrento also meant a rebirth for Tocqueville as a thinker, and it was here that he made the decision to write a new book. While he had often toyed with the idea of writing another major work, it was here that he finally committed himself to doing so. What exactly the new work was going to be about, he did not yet know. But from then on, as he would later testify, he “thought about it nearly constantly.”9

Sorrento, with all of its beauty and warmth, was the setting and catalyst for Tocqueville’s rebirth. Ampère, one of his friends and visitors, wrote after Tocqueville’s death that “this word Sorrento evokes such a delicious and heart-breaking memory that I get tears in my eyes.”10 It was “a memory of happy times,” of days when Tocqueville and his friends were enjoying the sunshine, the beautiful nature, and each other’s company.

Tocqueville, who used to take long walks during which he was thinking, now also went for trips in the countryside with his friends. And just as Tocqueville had his own, very special way of thinking, it seems that he also had his own, very special way of walking. Amprère describes how it was to accompany Tocqueville on these trips in Sorrento.


[W]e would take long walks in the mountains, for, frail though he was, he was a great walker; and in order to follow the straight line that seemed to be his natural course, he would cross over a hedge, a ditch, sometimes a wall if he had to. We would stop in some beautiful spot, with the sea before us and the Naples sky over our heads. Then, out of breath, we would rest a few moments, and our conversation would begin again.11



Ampère noted how Tocqueville’s happiness in Sorrento affected his whole personality: “His inexhaustible mind had never been so active and free as in those days.”12 The house that Tocqueville had rented had a terrace, where he and his friends spent many hours leisurely talking and enjoying life. “What fine, subtle, lofty things I heard Tocqueville say on that terrace!”13

In hindsight Ampère felt that he should have written down what Tocqueville said in Sorrento (“why did I not?”).14 That he failed to do so was no doubt a loss, because it seems as though Tocqueville’s rebirth also spilled over into his conversation, which Ampere experienced as extra brilliant and interesting in Sorrento.

But someone did record Tocqueville’s conversations. This was Nassau Senior, who visited Sorrento for a few weeks and, as usual, wrote down what Tocqueville had said toward the end of the day. From Senior’s notes it is possible to reconstruct some of the things that occupied Tocqueville’s mind in Sorrento.

Of the more than sixty pages of conversations that Senior recorded during his visit to Sorrento, a good deal are devoted to political events, especially in France; and it is clear that Tocqueville was profoundly concerned about the political state of his country. Economic topics were also touched on, especially in connection with political issues.

One of the economic topics that seems to have occupied Tocqueville’s mind was poor relief. Tocqueville told Senior that he wanted France to have a poor law and not national workshops, probably because the latter awoke his memories of 1848 and the agitation of the workers. A poor law could essentially be constructed in two ways, according to Tocqueville. The first was that the poor had to be granted the right to poor relief, something Tocqueville was not in favor of. “If we give this right,” he argued, “we must of course make this relief disagreeable; we must separate families, make the workhouse a prison, and our charity repulsive.”15

The alternative was to not grant this right and instead institute a system of “real charity.” This would create a moral bond between rich and poor, according to Tocqueville, and there would be no negative effect on industry. Exactly what such a system would look like, however, Tocqueville did not say. Senior, who still remembered how bodies of people who had died from starvation could be found along the roads in Ireland on his visit in 1848, tried to raise some objections to Tocqueville’s view. Having the right to poor relief, Senior told him, meant security for poor people and not necessarily that they would make use of this right. But Tocqueville would not be swayed.
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Figure 9.1. Sorrento in the 1860s. Photograph by Sommer & Behles. “We lived in a house situated above the road, a little before Sorrento, on the beginning slope of the mountain. From a terrace on the roof, and to the right, one could see Naples and Mount Vesuvius. To the left, the eye plunged into valleys filled with orange trees, whose fruit sparkled in the sun and from whose midst rose domes, bell towers and white villas. It was an enchanted view. What fine, subtle, lofty things I heard Tocqueville say on that terrace!” Jean-Jacques Ampère, obituary on Tocqueville, Correspondant, June 1859, as cited in Oeuvres comple`tes (Paris: Gallimard, 1970), 11:443.

There is another source that allows us to enter into Tocqueville’s mind, as it were, during the time in Sorrento; this is his correspondence with a few friends. Tocqueville, like some intellectuals, was tight-lipped about his thinking and preferred not to talk about it. But he was also in need of inspiration—he needed a muse—and some of his closest friends were sometimes called upon to play this role.

This was also the case at Sorrento, and in a few letters to his closest friends, written during the second half of December 1850, Tocqueville let down his guard and talked about his decision to write another book. This was especially the case with Kergorlay, whom Tocqueville regarded as “the only person in the world who is able to penetrate my thinking to its very bottom.”16 Of his letters to his friends from Sorrento, in which he discussed his new project, the one to Kergorlay is also the most complete.17

Of Tocqueville’s friends, it was again Kergorlay who best understood the role that thinking played for Tocqueville. In an article published some time after Tocqueville’s death, Kergorlay wrote that his friend was obsessed with thinking, and that every page of his books was so crammed with thoughts that the reader had to be ever vigilant and engage in quite a bit of “mental gymnastics.”18

While Montesquieu, Kergorlay says, writes in a vivid and lively manner about human affairs, without necessarily tying all of his ideas together, Tocqueville proceeds differently. He wanted to bring together all of his major ideas, a bit like the links in a chain are connected to one another. Also: “Tocqueville—serious, meditative, discreet—goes forth with the caution of a pioneer into terrain poorly explored before him, and only wishes to serve as guide to those who will not fear venturing out after him.”19

In his letter to Kergorlay from Sorrento, Tocqueville wrote that he had just made the decision to write “a new book” and that he wanted it to be a “great book.”20 He has come to realize, he says, that “I am better at thinking than at action”; and that if posterity will remember him, it will be for what he has written and not for his politics.21 Still, political life has also taught him certain things; he was now, he says, in much better shape to write a book than he was when he began to work on Democracy in America.

To write a new book, Tocqueville says, he had to feel “passionate pleasure”; if not, the whole thing would be dull and mediocre.22 This remark is worth contemplating briefly because it tells us something about the way Tocqueville felt that he had to be stimulated in order to get his thinking going. In addition, although Tocqueville often wrote about his problems with thinking, he much less often referred to the great joy he felt when he thought—a feeling, as he once put it, that was as strong as being in love.23

The topic that Tocqueville chose to write about played an important role in inspiring him, and he insisted to Kergorlay that it had to be about something contemporary. Under no circumstances was he going to waste his time on “historical curiosities” of the type that the sleepy and erudite academies were interested in.24 But having said this, Tocqueville also adds very quickly that he has given up on the idea of writing on something contemporary. The reason for this is that he had been unable to find some major idea (idée me`re) that would give coherence to his thinking about contemporary France.

Instead, Tocqueville continues, he was contemplating a historic topic, and his main candidate was the empire (1799–1815). But even if he liked this topic, he also says that he had been unable to figure out a good way to approach it. His first thought was to do something along the lines of Adolphe Thiers’s famous history of the French Revolution, a straightforward narrative, but he had then changed his mind. Another idea, which he liked better, was to produce a volume with facts and reflections, as opposed to just a narrative.

It should be pointed out that even though Tocqueville initially wanted to study something contemporary, and was hostile toward doing something historical, he was strangely quick in dropping this idea. We never hear about it again, while Tocqueville’s correspondence after 1850 is full of doubts about what topic to pick from the French Revolution, how to handle it, and so on.

It is also clear that Tocqueville did not want to write an ordinary history of the Revolution because he associated this type of work with narratives and undigested facts. While Tocqueville wanted facts to constitute the foundation for his analysis, he also wanted to go beneath the surface of events. The main point, he always insisted, was to lay bare and analyze the deeper forces that drove the events.

This may sound like the ambition of most modern historians, but there is more to Tocqueville’s dissatisfaction with the narrative type of history of his day. For one thing, he wanted the analysis to contain “reflections” on the facts, along the lines of Montesquieu in The Greatness of the Romans and Their Decline (1734).25 Facts, as we know, had to be thought. Tocqueville also wanted to “evaluate” the events, as he put it.26 This last statement is a reminder that for Tocqueville historical knowledge was only of interest so far as it was also of assistance in producing a better understanding of current political events—and in this way could help France chart the right course of democracy.

We may here have a clue as to why someone, who very much wanted to pick a contemporary topic, ended with one that was historical. To Tocqueville in 1850, the French Revolution was still going on; a better understanding of its nature, he felt, would also produce a better understanding of what was going on in France at the time. For Tocqueville, one may say, the past and the present met in the French Revolution.

Sorrento, to summarize, reinforced the impact that the 1848 revolution had had on Tocqueville in that it released him even further from politics and intensified his desire to return to thinking. What Tocqueville did at Sorrento, to repeat, was essentially to commit himself to a new book— and he did this well before knowing what he was going to write about and how to carry out the analysis. He made a decision, to phrase it differently, to engage in thinking and produce a new major study.

In Sorrento Tocqueville also decided to set a very difficult task for himself, namely to turn himself into a historian—and a historian of a new type, since he disliked most of what historians did. The switch from writing about the present, as in Democracy in America, to writing about the past would have important consequences for Tocqueville. Among other things it meant that he had to give up some of the best sources he had used in his study of the United States. This was especially the case with the interview and direct observation of events.

When the topic was in the past, and not in the present, sources like this had to be replaced with new ones. Tocqueville not only had to locate new sources in order to find out what the actors he was now studying were thinking about, he also needed to find new sources that allowed him to get access to how the state and its various agencies viewed events. On this latter point, as we shall see, Tocqueville’s experience from his time in politics came in very handy.

In Sorrento Tocqueville ultimately took on the difficult task of trying to think in new ways, and to do so with the help of material he was not familiar with. The consequences of this decision were to be reflected on different levels of his mind. They also, of course, had an important impact on Tocqueville’s analysis of the economy. Since the economy was an integral part of society to Tocqueville, this meant that when he changed his analysis, he also had to change his analysis of the economy.



Rethinking the Relationship of Theory to Political Practice

After he left Sorrento in the spring of 1851 Tocqueville went back to his political activities in Paris. During the fall he had to deliver a major address at the Academy of Moral and Political Sciences in his capacity as its president.27 The date for the lecture was set for early December, but the coup d’état of Louis-Napoleon took place a few days before this date, thus requiring that the lecture be postponed.

By the time Tocqueville delivered the lecture—in April 1852—he had made the decision to withdraw totally from public life in protest to the dictatorship of Louis-Napoleon. He had also decided to eliminate some parts of his address so as not to expose the academy to unnecessary hostility from the new regime. But the main theme he had chosen to talk about—the relationship of theory to practice—remained the same.

Since the 1848 revolution, Tocqueville had, as we know, begun a reevaluation and rethinking of his view of politics, and his presidential address of 1852 contains some important reflections on the relationship between theory and practice as well as on the relationship between social science and political practice.

In his address Tocqueville suggests that being an author is of no help to someone who wants to become a good politician. Indeed, it is more likely to be an obstacle. The idea that you first work out the theory and then apply it to reality is also wrong. “The science of politics” and “the art of politics” are two entirely different activities.28

The science of politics, Tocqueville told his audience at the academy, is founded on “the very nature of man” and has as its task to establish “the laws that are the most appropriate to the general and permanent condition of humanity.”29 While there are many different systems and theories in political science, the number of basic laws and insights is limited.


It is perhaps permitted to apply to the moral and political sciences what Madame de Sévigné says so delightfully about love, namely that it always makes you start all over again. In fact, they [the sciences] tend to often repeat what they already have said, but in another way.30



“The art of politics,” in contrast, focuses on practical tasks and belongs to a different world from that of “the science of politics.” Even if the latter deals with facts, it belongs to the world of theory. While reason, Tocqueville says, informs the science of politics, it is passion that makes people act.

But the fact that it is not possible to translate scientific insights into practical politics does not mean that political science cannot influence political life, Tocqueville adds. The French Revolution, for example, shows how extremely powerful the ideas of political science can be. Tocqueville’s argument on this point prefigures what he would later say in The Old Regime about the role of the Enlightenment thinkers in the French Revolution.

But the ideas and insights of political science do not usually have an explosive impact; instead they act in slow and imperceptible ways. Political science typically develops general ideas that turn into “a kind of intellectual atmosphere”; and this atmosphere envelops everyone in society, rulers as well as citizens.31

A question that needs to be addressed in evaluating Tocqueville’s speech from 1852 is what exactly does he mean by “political science,” and what is its relationship to political economy? It is clear that the terminology in social science and political analysis was very different in the mid-nineteenth century from what it is today. Tocqueville, as we shall see, equated “political science” with a general analysis of society, roughly along the lines of what we today mean by “social science.”


Table 9.1 Tocqueville’s View of Political Science, Including Political Economy, in 1852


	
	The Social Body and the Individual
	The Society of Nations
	“Separate Parts” (including political economy)
	Legal Commentary



	Topics addressed
	Systems of government
	International law
	Wealth of nations; criminal justice
	Institutions or treatises, laws, and constitutions



	Representative authors
	Plato Aristotle Montesquieu Rousseau
	Grotius Pufendorf
	Adam Smith Beccaria
	Cujas Domat Pothier




Note: Tocqueville’s fullest discussion of political science (science politique) as a special field of inquiry can be found in his presidential address from April 1852 at the Academy of the Moral and Political Sciences. As is clear from the figure above, which summarizes Tocqueville’s view, political science was understood in a very different way in the mid-1800s from what it is today. If one were to translate Tocqueville’s view into today’s categories, one could say that by political science Tocqueville roughly meant what is today called social science, with the crucial addition that its purpose was to develop useful ideas for the governing of society. A few years after his presidential address Tocqueville also made reference to the “great science of government (la science du gouvernement), which teaches how to understand the general movement of society, to judge what is going on in the minds of the masses and to foresee what will come out of it.”

Political economy is conceived by Tocqueville as one of the separate parts of political science, more precisely, that part which has as its task to analyze “the foundation of the wealth of nations.” Tocqueville would probably have seen his own work as belonging to the part of political science that deals with “the social body and the individual systems of government,” and which includes the works of Montesquieu and Rousseau. Tocqueville, The Old Regime and the Revolution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), 1:199.

Political science, according to Tocqueville, deals with “the collections of people that are called societies” as well as “the conduct of societies.”32 One important reason why he used the expression “political science” and not “social science,” however, is that he viewed social analysis as fundamentally political in nature. By this he meant that its goal is to understand the best way to govern society, in accordance with its inner laws.

Tocqueville’s political science was very broad in nature and included political economy or, as he phrased it, the analysis of “the foundation of the wealth of nations.”33 His way of dividing up political science was, more generally, very different from the way it is divided up today and therefore merits some attention (see table 9.1).

Given Tocqueville’s view of political science, it would have been logical for him to also see political economy as having a scientific or theoretical part as well as a practical part. How to conceptualize the relationship between the science and the art of political economy, it should be added, was a topic that occupied a number of political economists at precisely this time in history. Tocqueville’s friends Senior and Mill, for example, both made pioneering contributions in this area.34

Tocqueville has only a few words to say about political economy in the part of his presidential address where he discusses the general nature of political science. Toward the end of the address, however, he spends a few pages outlining the upcoming work of the academy; in this part he also makes some important comments on the role of political economy in society.

The academy, Tocqueville says, would like to announce a competition for the best “manual of political economy for the working classes.”35 The work must be written in the form of a manual and not as a treatise, since it should be practical in nature and not theoretical. Its purpose should be to convince workers that the idea that they all can become rich is wrong. The author should also approach the task by explicitly referring to the existence of economic laws and what these entail, Tocqueville adds.

The academy, he continues, especially wants the competitors to teach workers “some of the most elementary and established notions of political economy.”36 They “should, for example, make them [the workers] properly understand what is permanent and necessary according to the economic laws that govern the level of salaries.”

The author of the manual should also explain to workers “why these laws, which to some extent emanate from divine right since they are derived from the nature of man and the very structure of societies, are placed beyond the reach of revolutions.” “The government,” Tocqueville adds, “can no more make salaries go up when the demand for work goes down, than one can prevent water from leaning to the side of a glass in the direction it is tilted.”

The reference to the divine laws of the economy was perhaps more of a rhetorical flourish from Tocqueville’s side (which Flaubert would have appreciated) than the expression of some insight he had reached as the result of thinking. However this may be, Tocqueville also emphasized that workers can change their situation through their own efforts: “The principal remedy against poverty is to be found in the poor person himself, in his activity, frugality and foresightedness; in the clever and intelligent use that he makes of his faculties, more than in anything else; and, finally, if he does owe the laws somewhat for his well-being, he can also take a lot of the credit for himself.”37

Tocqueville complains in his correspondence how difficult it was to write the presidential address, and it is clear that he did not like to write in this abstract way about political science and its tasks. He also resented spending time on the address since it prevented him from working on his new book. In addition, by 1851–52 Tocqueville had not yet fully decided on what the relationship between theory and practice, and between political science and politics, should be. During the next few years, as we shall see, he adjusted his position once more.



The Role of Political Thinking

Tocqueville’s decision to try to write a new great book meant, to repeat, that he had to say good-bye to politics. And just as when he was working on Democracy in America, he now cut short his reading and thinking about politics to be able to focus exclusively on the new project. “An author who wants to publish a book,” as he put it, “is like a lover: the great interest he shows for his own affairs prevents him from seeing and understanding what is going on around him.”38

But even if Tocqueville tried to push politics out of his mind, he was not very successful; he continued to be intensely aware of what was going on in France. That his thoughts kept returning to the political situation in the country, however, was not only a result of the habits he had acquired during his years as a politician. He was also deeply angry that he had been forced to resign from politics and very worried that the regime of Louis-Napoleon would end in disaster for France.

The image of Tocqueville as totally absorbed by his work on the French Revolution after the coup d’état in 1851 is consequently not correct. With one part of his brain Tocqueville worked on his new book, and with another he followed what was going on in French politics. A presentation of his life after 1851 must also take this latter part of his thinking into account.

What exactly, then, did Tocqueville think about when he contemplated the political situation in France in the 1850s? While it is true that he did not write anything on French politics after the coup d’état in 1851, it is possible to reconstruct some of what he thought on this topic from his correspondence. He frequently discussed politics with Beaumont in his letters during these years.

But there is also, as we know, Senior’s record of his conversations with Tocqueville. There is one conversation in particular where Senior succeeds in capturing Tocqueville’s way of analyzing political matters in such a lively and skillful manner that one gets a sense of almost listening to Tocqueville in person. The particular conversation is also more of a monologue than a dialogue, which may be why it provides such fine access into the way Tocqueville reasoned and thought about politics: whom he viewed as the main political actors, what drove them to act, and so on. As always, economic phenomena are parts of the story and linked in close and surprising ways to political and social factors.

The year of the conversation that Senior recorded, and which will be reproduced in full here, is 1853. It took place on the balcony of Senior’s hotel in Paris at rue de Rivoli, and the entry reads as follows:


Paris, Tuesday, May 17.—Tocqueville and I stood on my balcony, and looked along the rue de Rivoli and the Place de la Concorde, swarming with equipages, and on the well-dressed crowds in the gardens below. From the height in which we were placed all those apparently small objects, in incessant movement, looked like a gigantic ant-hill disturbed.

“I never”, said Tocqueville, “have known Paris so animated or apparently so prosperous. Much is to be attributed to the saving of the four previous years. The parsimony of the Parisians ended in 1850; but the parsimony of the provinces, always great, and in unsettled times carried to actual avarice, lasted during the whole of the Republic. Commercial persons tell me that the arrival of capital which comes up for investment from the provinces deranges all their calculations. It is like the sudden burst of vegetation which you have seen during the last week. We have passed suddenly from winter to summer.”

“I own”, he continued, “that it fills me with alarm. Among the innumerable schemes that are afloat, some must be ill-founded, some must be swelled beyond their proper dimensions, and some may be mere swindles. The city of Paris and the Government are spending 150,000,000 l. in building in Paris. This is almost as much as the fortifications [in Paris] cost. It has always been said, and I believe with truth, that the revolutionary army of 1848 was mainly recruited from the 40,000 additional workmen whom the fortifications attracted from the country, and left without employment when they were finished. When this enormous extra-expenditure is over, when the Louvre, and the new rue de Rivoli, and the Halles, and the street that is to run from the Hôtel de Ville to the northern boundary of Paris, are completed— that is to say, when a city has been built out of public money in two or three years—what will become of the mass of discharged workmen?

“What will become of those on the railways if they are suddenly stopped, as yours were in 1846? What will be the shock if the Crédit Foncier or the Crédit Mobilier fail, after having borrowed each its milliard? Everything seems to me to be preparing for one of your panics, and the Government has so identified itself with the state of prosperity and state of credit of the country that a panic must produce a revolution. The Government claims the merit of all that is good, and of course is held responsible for all that is bad. If we were to have a bad harvest, it would be laid to the charge of the Emperor.

“Of course”, he continued, “I do not desire the perpetuation of the present tyranny. Its duration as a dynasty I believe to be absolutely impossible, except in one improbable contingency—a successful war.

“But though, I repeat, I do not desire or expect the permanence of the Empire, I do not wish for its immediate destruction, before we are prepared with a substitute. The agents which are undermining it are sufficiently powerful and sufficiently active to occasion its fall quite as soon as we ought to wish for that fall.”


[image: ]
Figure 9.2. Rue de Rivoli. Steel engraving from 1865, drawn and engraved by Adolphe and Emile Rouargue. “Tocqueville and I stood on my balcony, and looked along Rue de Rivoli and the Place de la Concorde.” Mary Simpson, ed., Correspondence & Conversations of Alexis de Tocqueville with Nassau William Senior from 1834 to 1859 (London: Henry S. King, 1872), 2:36.

“And what”, I said, “are those agents?”

“The principal agents”, he answered, “are violence in the provinces and corruption in Paris. Since the first outbreak there has not been much violence in Paris. You must have observed that freedom of speech is universal. In every private society, and even in every café, hatred or contempt of the Government are the main topics of conversation. We are too numerous to be attacked. But in the provinces you will find perfect silence. Anyone who whispers a word against the Emperor may be imprisoned, or perhaps transported. The prefects are empowered by one of the decrees made immediately after the coup d’état to dissolve any Conseil communal in which there is at least appearance of disaffection and to nominate three persons to administer the commune. In many cases this has been done, and I could point out to you several communes governed by the prefect’s nominees who cannot read. In time, of course, tyranny will produce corruption; but it has not yet prevailed extensively in the country, and the cause which now tends to depopularise him there is arbitrary violence exercised against those whom his agents suppose to be their enemies.

“On the other hand, what is ruining him in Paris is not violence but corruption.

“The French are not like the Americans; they have no sympathy with smartness. Nothing so much excites their disgust as friponnerie [being ruled by rascals]. The main cause that overthrew Louis Philippe [in 1848] was the belief that he and his were fripons [rascals]—that the representatives bought the electors, that the Minister bought the representatives, and that the King bought the Minister.

“Now, no corruption that ever prevailed in the worst periods of Louis XV, nothing that was done by La Pompadour or the Du Barry resembles what is going on now. Duchâtel, whose organs are not over-acute, tells me that he shudders at what is forced on his notice. The perfect absence of publicity, the silence of the press and of the tribune, and even of the bar—for no speeches, except on the most trivial subjects, are allowed to be reported— give full room for conversational exaggeration. Bad as things are, they are made still worse. Now this we cannot bear. It hurts our strongest passion— our vanity. We feel that we are exploités by Persigny, Fould, and Abbattucci, and a swarm of other adventurers. The injury might be tolerated, but not the disgrace.

“Every Government in France has a tendency to become unpopular as it continues. If you were to go down into the street, and inquire into the politics of the first hundred persons whom you met, you would find some Socialists, some Republicans, some Orleanists, &c., but you would find no Louis Napoleonists. Not a voice would utter his name without some expression of contempt or detestation, but principally of contempt.

“If then things take their course—if no accident, such as a fever or a pistol-shot, cut him off—public indignation will spread from Paris to the country, his unpopularity will extend from the people to the army, and then the first street riot will be enough to overthrow him.”

“And what powers”, I said, “will start up in his place?”

“I trust”, answered Tocqueville, “that the reins will be seized by the Senate. Those who have accepted seats in it excuse themselves by saying, ‘A time may come when we shall be wanted,’ Probably the Corps Législatif will join them; and it seems to me clear that the course which such bodies will take must be the proclamation of Henri V”.

“But what”, I said, “would be the consequences of the pistol-shot or the fever?”

“The immediate consequence”, answered Tocqueville, “would be the installation of his successor. Jérôme [Bonaparte] would go to the Tuileries as easily as Charles X did, but it would precipitate the end. We might bear Louis Napoleon for four or five years, or Jérôme for four or five months.”

“It has been thought possible”, I said, “that in the event of the Jérôme dynasty being overset by a military revolution, it might be followed by a military usurpation; that Nero might be succeeded by Galba.”

“That”, continued Tocqueville, “is one of the few things which I hold to be impossible. Nero may be followed by another attempt at a Republic, but if any individual is to succeed him it must be a prince. Mere personal distinction, at least such as is within the bounds of real possibility, will not give the scepter of France. It will be seized by no one who cannot pretend to an hereditary claim.

“What I fear”, continued Tocqueville, “is that when this man feels the ground crumbling under him, he will try the recource of war. It will be a most dangerous experiment. Defeat, or even the alternation of success and failure, which is the ordinary course of war, would be fatal to him; but brilliant success might, as I have said before, establish him. It would be playing double or quits. He is by nature a gambler. His self-confidence, his reliance, not only on himself, but on his fortune, exceeds even that of his uncle. He believes himself to have a great military genius. He certainly planned war a year ago. I do not believe that he has abandoned it now, though the general feeling of the country forces him to suspend it. That feeling, however, he might overcome; he might so contrive as to appear to be forced into hostilities; and such is the intoxicating effect of military glory, that the Government which would give us that would be pardoned, whatever were its defects or its crimes.

“It is your business, and that of Belgium, to put yourselves into such a state of defense as to force him to make his spring on Italy. There he can do you little harm. But to us Frenchmen the consequences of war must be calamitous. If we fail, they are national loss and humiliation. If we succeed, they are slavery.”

“Of course”, I said, “the corruption that infects the civil service must in time extend to the army, and make it less fit for service.”

“Of course it must”, answered Tocqueville, “It will extend still sooner to the navy. The matériel of a force is more easily injured by jobbing than the personnel. And in the navy the matériel is the principal.

“Our naval strength has never been in proportion to our naval expenditure, and is likely to be less and less so every year, at least during every year of the règne des fripons [the rule of rascals].”39



Senior’s account gives the reader a chance, for a few moments, to enter into Tocqueville’s way of reasoning and thinking about politics, and to get a feel for how he viewed French politics during his last years. Tocqueville touches on a number of interesting topics, from the nature of corruption in French society to the political consequences of public works, especially the rebuilding of Paris and the strengthening of its defenses.

Throughout this monologue Tocqueville also touches on economic topics, from the situation of the working class to the dangers that come with speculation and schemes to get rich during the period of Napoleon III (as Louis-Napoleon chose to call himself after 1852). Most of the time economic problems are closely linked to non-economic events by Tocqueville; whatever independent quality they may have is ignored.

Another characteristic feature of Tocqueville’s way of thinking and analyzing in the conversation that Senior recorded is how he divides up causal factors into primary and secondary causes, just as in his writings. The regime of Napoleon III is, for example, likely to last for many years, according to Tocqueville. But there is also the possibility that a fever or a “pistol-shot,” as he puts it, may cut the reign of the new emperor short.

It is also noticeable how quick Tocqueville was in outlining the different directions that French politics could take. Reading Senior’s account, one nearly gets a feeling that one can draw a decision tree, based on Tocqueville’s argument about what might happen. This can be seen very clearly, especially if one first looks at the political and then at the economic aspects of the argument.

In discussing the economic situation of France, Tocqueville points to the overheated investment situation, and says that it may result in a panic (panic—no panic). And if such a panic does take place, he says, it may well turn into a revolution. The reason for this is that the state has invested enormous sums in rebuilding Paris and will therefore be held responsible for the panic (revolution—no revolution).

A similar structure characterizes Tocqueville’s analysis of the political situation. If a fever or a pistol shot ends the life of Napoleon III, he is likely to be replaced by Jérôme Bonaparte—who in turn is likely to last only a few months before being replaced by the Senate. In the long run, Tocqueville says, Napoleon III is likely to fall—unless he starts a war and the war is successful, because the French love military glory and victories.

But even if some aspects of Tocqueville’s thinking about politics and economics may be summarized with the help of a decision tree, its complexity also defies attempts to formalize it. The way that events may unfold in reality is extraordinarily complex, according to Tocqueville, who as usual also allows room for non-rational events, errors, and similar factors.

One exercise that can be used to illustrate the complexity of Tocqueville’s thought in the conversation that Senior recorded would be to superimpose its economic part, so to speak, on its political part. The result of proceeding in this manner is that the upcoming panic and possibly the ensuing revolution, which were both caused by economic factors, are now forced into interaction with the political factors. Since the latter can be of a short-term as well as a long-term nature, and since their causal power can be primary or accidental, no simple answer is possible. To Tocqueville, to cite a well-known German philosopher, all is complex and nothing is insignificant.



Concluding Remarks

A major theme in this study has been that what may well be the most precious about Tocqueville’s work is found in his way of thinking rather than, say, in his analysis of specific topics or even in his method. This also applies to what he has to say about economics as well as politics. Given the priority assigned to Tocqueville’s way of thinking, it then becomes important to try to address the question of what it was that made him return to thinking on a full-time basis after so many years in politics.

To argue that the only reason for this decision was the coup d’état in 1851, which made Tocqueville resign from the Legislative Assembly as well as the General Council of La Manche, does not seem correct. Tocqueville had made up his mind to write a new major work some time before the coup d’état, more precisely in December 1850 in Sorrento. Would Tocqueville have continued to work on his new project if Louis-Napoleon had not seized power in December 1851? We will never know the answer, but my sense is that it is “yes.”

Why, then, did Tocqueville have such an intense desire to return to thinking? Tocqueville himself gives a few reasons. One is that he had come to realize, as he writes in his letter of December 1850 to Kergorlay, that he was “better at thinking than at action.” If he were ever going to accomplish anything, he had come to feel, it would be in his capacity as a thinker/author and not as a politician.

Put simply, according to this letter it would seem that it was ambition that made Tocqueville leave politics and turn to scholarship and serious thinking. If one follows this type of argument to its logical conclusion, however, one ends up with a thesis that may be summarized as the banality of thinking. What drives thought is ambition and little else.

But even if ambition was always an important source of motivation for Tocqueville, it does not capture all there is to his thinking and what motivated him to think. He often mentions, for example, how difficult it was for him to think, and that he could not simply will his thought. Thinking, in short, did not start when Tocqueville wanted, however much he willed it and however strong his ambition was.

To a modern observer, Tocqueville’s inability at various times to think may seem like a writer’s block, or better, a thinker’s block. An early and important example of this was when Tocqueville failed to write the report on the state of the penitentiary system after his trip to North America. From his correspondence we know how he prepared himself in various ways in order to write and will his thinking—but was unable to generate any ideas at all.40

Tocqueville gives other reasons than ambition for why he liked to think. One was that it kept him from falling into a black, existential type of despair, as he was prone to do.41 The idea that true thinking is always thinking about Being does not, at least in this version, apply to Tocqueville. On the contrary, Tocqueville engaged in thinking to some extent precisely to avoid confronting the issue of Being and existential questions.

Tocqueville, it seems, also liked to think—on political, social, or economic topics—simply because it gave him great joy to do so. In this sense, there was an element of fröhliche Wissenschaft in Tocqueville. When he looked for a topic for his second major work, he said, to recall, that he needed to find a topic that gave him“passionate pleasure”; if not, he would not be able to do the work involved.42 Summing up how it felt to be an author again, Tocqueville wrote in 1852, “I am certain that I have never been as happy as I am now.”43

Among the factors that stimulated Tocqueville into thinking, there was finally also Sorrento itself. It was a tired and sick Tocqueville who arrived to this lovely place in December 1850. Under the impact of leisure and sun, the beauty of the Italian landscape, and the many visits of good friends, Tocqueville regained some of his strength and was able to complete the process of freeing himself from politics that had begun by chance during the revolution of 1848. Sorrento represents creative release and a return to serious thinking in Tocqueville’s life.






Chapter Ten [image: ] The Economy of the Old World


Next to Democracy in America, it is in Tocqueville’s work on the French Revolution that one can find his most sustained as well as most creative analysis of the economy. Tocqueville’s work on the French Revolution is typically identified with what he has to say on this topic in The Old Regime and the Revolution (1856). In this chapter I will also discuss two additional writings by Tocqueville on the same theme: his essay “Political and Social Conditions of France” (1836) and the set of notes that are today known as the second volume of The Old Regime.

There are interesting similarities as well as differences between “Political and Social Conditions of France” and The Old Regime, both in terms of the general analysis and the analysis of the economy. And despite its fragmentary nature, volume 2 of The Old Regime contains some tantalizing hints about the way that Tocqueville would have analyzed France during the years from 1789 onward. Again, this is true both when it comes to society in general and its economic dimension.

Just as Democracy in America contains nothing of interest when it comes to economic phenomena, according to some well-known commentators, there are those who argue that this is also true for Tocqueville’s analysis of the French Revolution. François Furet, in particular, has taken this position in his well-known book Interpreting the French Revolution, in which he also proclaims The Old Regime to be the best work ever written on the French Revolution. He says, for example, that in The Old Regime “the economic development of French society . . . is ignored as a factor in its own right.”1 And if Tocqueville happens to touch on an economic topic, “his economic analysis is always superficial and vague.”2

These types of arguments, as I shall try to show in this chapter, are not correct. The Old Regime does consider economic development as a factor in its own right, and its analysis of economic phenomena is not superficial and vague. What then accounts for Furet’s charges? Much has to do with the fact that Furet draws on a much too restricted and conventional view of what constitutes “the economy” and “economic phenomena.” A key purpose of this chapter is therefore to show that Tocqueville’s analysis in The Old Regime, just as in Democracy in America, contains a suggestive analysis of economic phenomena—and that this becomes clear if one accepts a broader view of what constitutes economic analysis.


“Political and Social Conditions of France” (1836)— The First Draft of The Old Regime

When one considers the fact that Tocqueville began to work on The Old Regime in 1853 or 1854, and that it was published in 1856, one wonders how it was possible to write a work of such quality in such a short time. Some of the research that Tocqueville carried out during the period between his decision in 1850 in Sorrento to write a new book and when he finally settled on the topic for The Old Regime a few years later was no doubt helpful to him. Nonetheless, writing a major historical work in just a few years is a remarkable accomplishment.

One of the reasons Tocqueville was in a position to write The Old Regime in such a short time was that he had been thinking about this topic for a very long time. Tocqueville had also been preoccupied with France and its revolutionary history since his youth. Thanks to the writing of Democracy in America Tocqueville had developed a set of concepts, ideas, and ways of handling facts that he could use for his new study. And finally, twenty years before the publication of The Old Regime, Tocqueville had published an essay on exactly the same topic.

This essay is called “Political and Social Conditions of France,” and its history is as follows.3 In 1835, when Tocqueville met John Stuart Mill for the first time, Mill was deeply involved with the London Review and on the lookout for good authors. Mill admired Tocqueville very much and asked him to be a contributor. Tocqueville, who had just finished the first volume of Democracy in America and had some time to spare, decided to accept the offer.

At first Tocqueville did not know what topic to choose, except that it had to be something about contemporary France. But after some reflection he changed his mind; he chose not to write about contemporary France, he said, because in order to understand modern France, you first had to know what preceded it. As we know, Tocqueville would advance the very same argument twenty years later in Sorrento when he was on the lookout for a topic for his new book.

Tocqueville hesitated a bit about the topic he had chosen, since he feared that the readers of Mill’s journal might already know quite a bit about France before the Revolution. Mill, who had a very high opinion of the author of Democracy in America, assured Tocqueville that his essay would be appreciated by the English audience:


My dear M. de Tocqueville, you need not be afraid of being tedious, or telling a twice told tale, if you write to the English about what France was before the Revolution. . . . And besides, if the mere facts, the mere husk of the ancient régime, were ever so stale to us, it would come fresh & with all the colours of youth out of your hands; for the oldest thing seems new when shewn as you shew it, in all kinds of previously unsuspected relations to all the other things that surround it.4



From this quote we see again how well Mill understood Tocqueville’s work. What he pinpointed as characteristic of Tocqueville’s creativity as a thinker and analyst was one very special quality, namely Tocqueville’s capacity to see how some phenomenon could be understood in a new way by linking it to other phenomena.

This way of describing Tocqueville’s way of proceeding, it should be added, also captures the way he analyzed economic phenomena: these were linked to non-economic phenomena in surprising ways. “You shew it, in all kinds of previously unsuspected relations to all the other things that surround it.”

Mill himself translated Tocqueville’s essay, which appeared in the April 1836 issue of what had by then become the London and Westminster Review. The essay appeared anonymously, and it was not known that Tocqueville was the author till the 1860s. By this time, one suspects, the revelation of the author’s name did not attract much attention since The Old Regime had already appeared in English translation in 1856 to much acclaim.

The few commentators who have chosen to discuss the 1836 essay do agree on one thing, however, and that is that its argument is very close to the one found in The Old Regime. Georges Lefebvre calls it a “first sketch of The Old Regime”; John Stuart Mill, “the first draft”; and according to François Furet, “Tocqueville’s general interpretation of the French revolution can . . . be found already in a short essay published in 1836.”5

The general thrust of Tocqueville’s essay is that in order to understand the French Revolution, as well as its impact on French society, you have to study the period that preceded it. It is not enough, in short, just to look at the events of the Revolution itself; its causes stretch far back, and these have to be laid bare.

The famous centralization of the Napoleonic state had, for example, begun long before the Revolution broke out. The main result of the Revolution, in Tocqueville’s view, was to force an adjustment of the country’s legislation and political structure to the far-reaching changes that had already taken place in the country’s mores. From this perspective, the spectacular events of 1789 did not mean very much: “All that the Revolution has done would have been done, sooner or later, without it.”6

By analyzing what had preceded the Revolution Tocqueville did not necessarily engage in history writing, as he saw it, or at least not in traditional history writing. He was definitely not interested in recounting what had happened before the Revolution for its own sake. He wanted to explain, not describe, and the only part of the past that he wanted to explore was the part that had helped produce the new society that was ushered in.

Or, as Tocqueville himself phrased it in his essay,


The ideas and feelings of every age are connected with those of the age that preceded it, by invisible but almost omnipotent ties. One generation may anathematize the preceding generations, but it is far easier to combat than to avoid resembling them. It is impossible, therefore, to describe a nation at any given epoch, without stating what it was a century before.7



Tocqueville also refers approvingly to Georges Cuvier and his capacity to reproduce the whole structure of an organism simply by studying one of its bones.8 In a similar way, he says, the social scientist should be able to develop many of the “general laws” that govern the social world simply by studying some small part of it.

It would seem that Tocqueville, in his general analysis of society, was also deeply influenced by Cuvier’s notion that everything in a body hangs together. No single part can live a life of its own, be it an organ of a body or some part of society. This last statement was also valid for the economy, which Tocqueville saw as deeply interconnected with the social body.

While the main thrust of Tocqueville’s analysis in the 1836 essay was on politics, economics was, as usual, part of the argument. “Political and Social Conditions of France” contains, for instance, a thorough analysis of the class structure of pre-revolutionary France. Tocqueville also addresses a few economic topics more or less independently of class structure.

One interesting feature of Tocqueville’s class analysis is his argument that there will always be a ruling class (“aristocracy”) and why this is the case. “Like all other phenomena,” he says, “they [the ruling classes] are subject to fixed laws, which it is not, perhaps, impossible to discover.”9 One of these laws has to do with the resources of a ruling class:


There exists among mankind, in whatever form of society they live, and independently of the laws which they have made for their own government, a certain amount of real or conventional advantages, which from their nature, can only be possessed by a small number. At the head of these may be placed birth, wealth, and knowledge. . . . These three advantages differ considerably from one another, but they agree in this, that they are always the lot of a few, and give, consequently to those who possess them, tastes and ideas of a more or less exclusive form.10



Tocqueville also notes that these three “aristocratic elements” can exist together or alone. Regardless of the situation, however, they “are to be found amongst every people and at every period of history.”11

The two classes that Tocqueville devotes the most attention to in his essay are the nobility and the Third Estate; he argues that their combinations of “birth, wealth and knowledge” have differed throughout history. Originally the aristocracy controlled all of these resources: nobility (“birth”), land (“wealth”), and power over the church (“knowledge”). During the feudal era the aristocracy also had the obligation to support the people. In doing so, it also became an effective counterbalance to the power of the king.

Gradually, however, the nobility developed from a class into a caste or a small, isolated, and politically powerless group in French society. It allowed the king to diminish its political power and sever its link to the people. The latter in particular was a very dangerous development for the aristocracy, according to Tocqueville. Without a close relationship to common people, Tocqueville argues, an aristocracy will wither away: “Were we plotting the destruction of some great aristocratic power firmly established in any country . . . we would endeavor to remove it to a distance from the dwelling of the poor—to deprive it of influence over the daily interests of the citizens.”12

The aristocracy became estranged not only from the peasantry but also from the emerging bourgeoisie, which was increasingly beginning to control another element of power, “wealth.” As a result, the balance of power between the bourgeoisie and the nobility began to shift, especially since the latter did not want to engage in commerce and trade for status reasons. “Not only were the nobles precluded from increasing or repairing their own fortunes by commerce and industry,” Tocqueville notes, “but custom forbid them even to appropriate by marriage wealth so acquired.”13

Tocqueville does not argue that no aristocrats married bourgeois women from wealthy families, but he says that they did so with their contempt for the bourgeois intact. As a historian, Tocqueville explains, you must not only look at the outward behavior of the actors (such as the bourgeois who married in order to acquire wealth); “we must [also] consider what are men’s motives.”14 This emphasis on establishing the meaning with which actors invest their behavior would play a crucial role in Tocqueville’s analysis in The Old Regime.

Another reason for the decline of the aristocracy before the Revolution, according to Tocqueville’s essay from 1836, was the way in which it lost control over “knowledge.” This resource migrated from the priests, who had been under the control of the aristocrats, to the intellectuals, who were not. Many aristocrats even started to believe in the idea, propagated by the intellectuals, that everybody in society is equal. Their own privileges increasingly appeared to themselves as a “lucky accident.”15

In the 1836 essay Tocqueville speaks of the Third Estate in general and does not pay much attention to the peasants and the bourgeoisie as two distinct classes, something he would do in The Old Regime. The peasants in particular are discussed very little. The bourgeoisie gets a fuller treatment, and Tocqueville notes, among other things, that the Third Estate disliked the aristocracy as much as its members were in turn disliked by the aristocrats. This mutual disdain, Tocqueville says, added to the isolation of the aristocracy, which would have fateful consequences.

Tocqueville also emphasizes that the bourgeoisie as well as the peasants began to acquire landed property well before the Revolution. While many believe that this was something that only took place after 1789, Tocqueville says that “this is an error.” He explains: “At the moment when the revolution broke out, the lands, in a great number of provinces, were already considerably divided. The revolution did but extend to the whole territory what had previously been peculiar to some of its parts.”16

The fact that the bourgeoisie and the peasants had begun to accumulate land, but had no political power, created a dangerous and unbalanced situation: “You cannot with impunity place men in a position in which they have alternatively the feelings of strength and those of weakness—you cannot make them approach to complete inequality on one point, and leave them to suffer extreme inequality on others, without their shortly aspiring to be strong, or becoming weak, on all points.”17 What finally resolved this social asymmetry was the Revolution.

Two of the economic topics Tocqueville analyzes in “Political and Social Conditions of France” are related to his class analysis, but they also have a certain independence and generality of their own. One deals with different types of property, and the relationship that these have to the social structure, and the other addresses the role of hope in the economy. As shown in earlier chapters, one can also find discussions of these two topics elsewhere in Tocqueville’s work; the 1836 essay adds in a substantive way to these earlier analyses. It gives the reader a sense of something that The Old Regime would make abundantly clear, namely that Tocqueville was among the first to develop a full class theory as well as a sociology of property.

In his discussion of property Tocqueville starts out from the common distinction between landed property, on the one hand, and movable property, on the other, especially money. The former is historically related to families, Tocqueville says, and the latter to individuals: “Inequality of movable property creates rich individuals; inequality of landed property makes opulent families.”18 Those with their property in the form of money are also much more dependent on others than are owners of land. Someone who owns money is also dependent on “every vicissitude in the commercial or industrial condition of his country.”19

According to Tocqueville, it is dangerous for an elite to have its privileges in the form of money because it tends to incite envy and hatred. Money can be measured—and thereby “furnish an exact standard by which the unprivileged are able to measure the hatred which the privilege ought to excite.”20 Everybody desires money and knows what money is; this also means that this type of privilege can easily be turned against the aristocracy.

The type of property owned affects not only the degree of independence of the owner, but such items as rhythm of life, peace of mind, attitude toward work, and taste. The small property owner, according to Tocqueville, differs from someone with property in the form of money in the following way:


The small landed proprietor . . . receives no impulse but from himself. His sphere is confined, but he moves within it with perfect liberty. His fortune increases slowly, but it is not subject to sudden risks. His mind is tranquil as his destiny; his tastes regular and peaceful as his labors; and not being absolutely in want of anybody’s assistance, he maintains the spirit of independence even in the midst of poverty.21



The French aristocracy, Tocqueville says, has continued to believe in the superiority of landed property in relation to money; this has accelerated its decline. It has kept alive its old belief that land, and land only, constitutes true wealth. “This prejudice,” Tocqueville explains, “has been generated during the Middle Ages, when the possession of the land and the government of its inhabitants were one and the same thing.” “In those ages,” he adds, “the idea of landed property was identified with that of power and greatness: the idea of mere movable property, on the contrary, called up the idea of inferiority and weakness.”22

Tocqueville also contrasts the attitude toward property in France to that in England. In France, the number of small landowners is large, while in England there are few, extremely wealthy landowners. As we recall, this was a topic Tocqueville had also discussed with Senior around the time that he was writing in his 1836 essay.23

In England, Tocqueville observes, the quickest way to get rich is to sell your land and invest in trade. Once a fortune has been made, it is common for the individual to withdraw from trade and transfer his investment into landed property: “Land in that case becomes an object of luxury—of ambition, and not of pecuniary speculation.” What the retired landowner wants is “not harvests, but honors and powers.”24

In France, as opposed to England, land had not often been divided, and landed property had for a long time been slowly passing out of the hands of the aristocracy. By the 1780s, Tocqueville says, citing the cahiers de doléances (grievance books), “the country [was] covered with châteaux and mansions formerly inhabited by the noblesse of France, but now abandoned.”25 Well before the Revolution, he also notes, “the land, whilst it ceased to be an object of luxury to the rich, became an object, or to say the truth, the only object of industry to the poor.”26

In the 1836 essay Tocqueville often touches on the role of hope in economic affairs, and he argues, among other things, that the French aristocracy had missed an opportunity when it did not “act upon the people’s affections through their hopes.”27What Tocqueville had in mind when he made this observation was the decision by the French aristocracy to close its doors to anyone who wanted to enter its ranks, and not give commoners even a glimpse of hope that they one day might become nobility.

Tocqueville often emphasized the role that hope played in social mobility in his analysis of the French aristocracy. One of the novelties in the 1836 essay is that he attempts to explain precisely why evoking hope would have such a potent effect. Sounding like a latter-day behavioral economist, Tocqueville suggests that “what excites human desires is much less the certainty of moderate, than the possibility of splendid success.”28 The individual prefers “imaginary grandeur,” Tocqueville adds, and “a game of chance.” “He is charmed with aristocracy as with lottery.”29

Tocqueville also touches on the relationship between economic factors and people’s sense of liberty. In feudal society, he says, only the nobility has a developed sense of freedom (“the aristocratic notion of liberty”). In a democratic society, a different type of freedom is found, one that is universal in nature. What especially drives “the democratic idea of liberty” is the fact that every individual in a democracy knows that he has his own distinct interests.

Tocqueville uses the term “interest” in roughly the same sense as Adam Smith does in The Wealth of Nations, namely as material or economic interest in a broad sense. But just as in Democracy in America, Tocqueville takes a more historical approach to the concept of interest than does Smith. The realization that each person has his or her interests, and should therefore also be the one who makes decisions based on these, is part of a slow process that is closely linked to the emergence of democracy or equality:


The idea that every individual, and by extension every people, is entitled to the direction of its own interests—this idea, still vague, incompletely defined, and not yet expressed in any correct language, introduced itself by slow degrees into all minds. It became fixed, as an opinion, among the enlightened classes—it penetrated, as a species of instinct, even among the body of the people.30



While Tocqueville had originally wanted his essay to be the first installment in a series of essays, with the next one devoted to the Revolution, he never wrote anything more for Mill’s journal. All that we know about his ideas for a second essay consists of a few lines Tocqueville jotted down on a piece of paper.31

These notes indicate that Tocqueville wanted to write about the changes that the French state experienced as a result of the Revolution, as well as how the events of 1789 had changed people’s ideas and habits. Two other topics he mentions, and which are economic in nature, were the changes that landed property underwent as a result of the Revolution, and how these events changed the conception of “democratic” versus “aristocratic interests.”



The New Great Work: The Old Regime and the Revolution (1856)

Although Tocqueville’s essay “Political and Social Conditions of France” is significant in many ways and is important in that it prefigures The Old Regime, it naturally lacks many of the qualities that make it a major work. And though the basic thesis that informs the two works is roughly the same, it is given a sharper and much more complex formulation in the book-long study. The Old Regime also draws on a number of sources that Tocqueville did not use or know about in the 1830s when he wrote his essay.

While Tocqueville talks in “Political and Social Conditions of France” about the estrangement of the classes in pre-revolutionary France and the increasing centralization of the country before 1789, these two themes are cast in somewhat different language in The Old Regime. They are also elaborated on much more fully in the book. Tocqueville refers, for example, in The Old Regime to two “long-term and general facts” that were in operation for centuries, and which roughly answer to what he elsewhere in his writings refers to as “primary causes.”32 These were the fateful separation of classes and the growing centralization of the French state since the Middle Ages.

But “more recent facts” had also played a role in the Revolution, according to The Old Regime, and they had operated as “secondary causes” in determining “its place, its birth, and its character.” These latter causes included the antireligious sentiments, the growth of prosperity in the second half of the eighteenth century, and the role of literary authors in French politics.

While Tocqueville draws heavily on his conceptual apparatus from the 1830s in his later study, he also adds to it in important ways. This is especially the case with his analysis of the relationship between institutions and mores. In The Old Regime Tocqueville is particularly concerned with one situation: how institutions can wither away and die, and what this means for the mores.

There is “a vital principle” to all institutions, he says, just as there is to all human beings.33 And just as human beings grow old and die, so do institutions. When this happens—when the mores that support the institutions change and take a new direction—the institutions become mere shells and turn into “obstacles” to the new development. “The same institutions which produced life produce death; what makes prosperity makes ruin.”34

What animates society, in brief, is much less the institutions than the mores or, to be more precise, the spirit of the mores. This is also true for the economy; just as in Democracy in America, Tocqueville argues in The Old Regime that economic growth is more dependent on a country’s mores than on its institutions. The example that he uses as an illustration, however, is not the United States but England:


Nothing is more superficial than to attribute the greatness and power of a people to the mechanism of its laws alone; for, in this matter, it is less the perfection of the instrument than the strength of the mores that determines the result. Look at England: how many of its laws today seem more complicated, more diverse, more irregular than ours! But is there, however, a single country in Europe where the public wealth is greater, individual property more extensive, more secure, and more varied, the society richer or more solid? This does not come from the bounty of any particular laws, but from the spirit which animates English legislation as a whole. The flaws of certain organs make nothing impossible, because their vitality is powerful.35



It is clear from what we know about “Political and Social Conditions of France” that Tocqueville’s main purpose in writing this essay was to better understand and eventually be able to intervene in the politics of contemporary France. A similar intention informs The Old Regime but it is more intense; the reason for this has to do with Tocqueville’s hatred for Napoleon III and the Second Empire. Throughout The Old Regime one can find numerous references to “today,” and Tocqueville explicitly states that when he wrote his work he often thought of the Second Empire.

We are already familiar with Tocqueville’s critique of life during the July Monarchy and how he primarily cast this critique in economic terms, namely that people were so involved with their jobs and making money that they forgot about politics (“individualism”). This tendency sharply increased during the Second Empire, when Napoleon III let loose the market forces—which intensified Tocqueville’s hostility.

As a result, The Old Regime contains a number of passages which are extraordinary, not only because of the forceful way in which they articulate a critique of individualism but also because of their lucidity. While the French in the eighteenth century were relatively free from individualism, according to Tocqueville, the French of the mid-1800s see little purpose in life except in terms of getting ahead and making money.36 They like their lack of freedom, Tocqueville says, and they behave like “domesticated animals.”37

The Old Regime also spells out in detail how individualism operates in democratic society, including the despotic version of the Second Empire. In modern society, people are no longer part of closed social units, as they once were, according to Tocqueville. This makes them free—but it also makes them more vulnerable to “the worship of Mammon” and other individualistic forces. Tocqueville describes the way that individualism works as follows: “People today, no longer attached to one another by any ties of caste, class, guild, or family, are all too inclined to be preoccupied with their own private interests, too given to looking out for themselves alone and withdrawing into a narrow individualism where all public virtues are smothered.”38

The fluidity or anomie that results is very painful for people and forces them to try to do better, in order not to fall behind: “In these kinds of societies, where nothing is fixed, everyone is constantly tormented by the fear of falling and by the ambition to rise.”39 The main tool for advancement in democratic society is money, which is also needed for status: “Money has acquired an astonishing mobility, ceaselessly changing hands, transforming the status of individuals, raising or lowering families, and at the same time becoming the chief means by which to distinguish between people.”40

People’s passions for money and economic success, Tocqueville continues, play straight into the hands of despotism. “These debilitating passions help despotism, they occupy men’s minds and turn them away from public affairs.”41 Despotism not only thrives in a climate of simple-minded search for profit, it also strengthens it: “Without despotism these passions would have been strong, with it they are all powerful.”42

Not only does the conceptual apparatus of Democracy in America strongly inform The Old Regime, but the way in which Tocqueville set about working on his new book was also similar to the way he had approached his first work. This was essentially to think things through, with the help of primary data. And to be able to do this, having data of high quality was crucial.

In a letter written in September 1856 just after he had published The Old Regime, Tocqueville elaborates on this strategy and presents what he calls his “method of work”—but which can perhaps better be called his “method of thinking.” As always in these cases, what he refers to is social and economic topics.

Tocqueville starts out as follows:


When I have any kind of subject to discuss, it is almost impossible for me to read any of the books which have been written about the same issue; contact with other people’s ideas agitates me and disturbs me to the point of making reading these works painful. I therefore abstain as much as I can from knowing how their authors later interpreted the facts which I am considering, the judgments they have made about them, the various ideas these facts suggested to them (which, by way of parenthesis, sometimes exposes me to unknowingly repeating what has already been said).43



Immediately following this argument for his own version of “cerebral hygiene,” Tocqueville switches to the topic of why it is so important for him to work only with primary sources. This, it turns out, is linked to his general way of thinking:


I take incredible pains to find the facts myself in the documents of the time; often I thus obtain, with immense labor, what I could have found easily by following another route. This harvest thus laboriously made, I shut myself up, as in a tight space, and examine with extreme care, in a general review, all these notions that I have acquired by myself. I compare them, I link them, and I then make it my rule to develop the ideas which have spontaneously come to me in the course of this long labor, without any consideration whatsoever for the consequences that some persons might draw from them.44



Tocqueville then says that if he thinks too much about the way that what he writes will affect certain readers, he will destroy whatever creativity there is to his thinking. It is the same, he says, if he tries to defend some general thesis—“I lose any true talent I have.”

All in all, there seem to be four distinct elements or rules to Tocqueville’s “method of work” when it comes to the study of economic (as well as social) topics. The first rule is to stay away from other people’s ideas, when you are developing your own ideas. Related to this is rule number two: do not defend some preconceived thesis. The third rule is to work only with primary sources. And the fourth rule is to ignore how certain readers will react to your argument.

Before leaving Tocqueville’s account of his method of work in this memorable letter from 1856, something needs to be added, namely, how his four rules for how to proceed are connected to each other. Though this is a topic Tocqueville does not address, it is essential to a full understanding of Tocqueville’s method of work.

The link between the four rules seems easy enough to spell out. If you read the work of others, not only will you get drawn into the problems and thoughts of others but the facts have already been sorted in such a way that they only fit one type of analysis. When you rely on the data that come with a certain analysis, in short, it becomes more difficult to produce a new type of analysis, since the facts that are needed to develop a novel perspective have been eliminated or been so closely linked to other facts that it becomes very hard to “break them out” and reconceptualize them.

Adjusting your ideas to what readers want disturbs your ideas in a way that differs from what happens when you get involved with the work of others. It makes you want to adjust them, first in one direction and then in another—and in the end you will have forgotten what you were trying to say in the first place.Whatever originality there might be to your analysis has by now been lost.

Something similar is finally true for defending preconceived ideas: it stops you from developing new ideas in interaction with the facts. It also makes you look only for one type of facts—those that confirm your thesis. Everything else is ignored, and by definition there is no originality to the work.

One consequence of using this “method of work” was that Tocqueville had to get his own primary material for the analysis in The Old Regime. This is also what he did; in particular he consulted a number of archives, some of which had material that no one had used before. Tocqueville even taught himself German so that he could visit Germany and get some material he needed.

Two of Tocqueville’s most important sources for The Old Regime deserve special mention. One is the material he came across at an archive in Tours where he spent nearly a year sifting through a huge number of documents.What Tocqueville studied was first of all the process of administration during the eighteenth century, which is the century he had been advised to focus on by the local archivist. What Tocqueville discovered in this archive helped him better understand the role that taxation had played in separating the classes in French society.

The second major source of primary historical material Tocqueville consulted were the written complaints members of the three estates had addressed to the Estates-General in 1789, the so-called cahiers de doléances. Tocqueville had drawn on this material already for his essay from 1836, but this time he used the cahiers much more extensively. This enabled him to get a much better sense than he had in the 1830s for the way that the different social classes perceived what was happening in French society just before the Revolution broke out. Tocqueville, it should be emphasized, is regarded as one of the first scholars to use this important source material. Today the cahiers are regarded as a standard source for scholarly work on eighteenth-century France.

But it has also been shown that Tocqueville took certain shortcuts in his use of the cahiers, while trying to give the reader of The Old Regime the opposite impression. He did not go through all of the material, but he wanted the reader to think that he had.45 The result was a certain distortion in The Old Regime of what had actually happened. Some tendencies appeared stronger to him than they actually were, while others appeared weaker. The unity behind the economic demands of the nobility, for example, was exaggerated in this way (see table 10.1).


Table 10.1 Tocqueville’s Use of the Cahiers de Doléances to Establish the Economic Grievances of the Nobility in 1789


	Grievance
	Number count: Prudhomme (1789)
	Number count: Chaussinand-Nogaret (1985)



	Labor service, or dues in kind, or common obligations (banalités) to be bought out
	89
	5.22% (7)



	Absolute freedom of trade and traffic in grain and goods
	68
	19.40% (26)



	Consent to taxation
	“una”*
	90.29% (121)



	Apanages of royal princes to be abolished, suppressed, or modified
	78
	14.7% (19)



	Uniformity of weights and measures
	“una”*
	20.14% (27)



	Salt monopoly to be abolished
	“una”*
	43.28% (58)



	Suppression of corvées
	“una”*
	13.00%




Source: The table represents a selection from a table in Robert Gannett, Tocqueville Unveiled: The Historian and His Sources for The Old Regime and the Revolution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 129–30.

Note: In The Old Regime Tocqueville portrays the support among the aristocracy for certain economic reforms just before the Revolution as stronger than it was. The reason for this was that he drew more on a secondary source than on the primary source itself. The primary source was the so-called cahiers de doléances (grievance books), which consist of written complaints addressed in 1789 to the Estates-General. In evaluating the frequency of some complaints— in this case, economic grievances by the nobility—Tocqueville did not rely on primary material but on a summary work of these complaints (by L. M. Prudhomme), which has been shown to be careless in its numerical estimates (especially by Guy Chaussinand-Nogaret). The discrepancy between the numbers of Prudhomme, on the one hand, and Chaussinand-Nogaret, on the other, indicates the size of Tocqueville’s error. See Louis Marie Prudhomme, Résumé général ou Extrait des cahiers (Paris, 1789), and Guy Chaussinand-Nogaret, The French Nobility in the Eighteenth Century: From Feudalism to Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985).


	* “Una” stands for unanimous in the table.




After this account of the general approach in The Old Regime, it is time to turn to its analysis of the economy. I earlier mentioned that François Furet has argued that Tocqueville eliminated all references to economic factors in The Old Regime and that he had no interest in the economic dimension of his topic. I will now try to show that this is wrong—both when it comes to the analysis of the economy in a narrow sense and when it comes to the analysis of economic topics in a broader sense.

To counter Furet’s argument, I will discuss in particular the economic role of the state and the class structure of French society before the Revolution. These are both major themes in Tocqueville’s study. I will also look at a few separate economic topics. Tocqueville discusses, for example, the role of the physiocrats in The Old Regime. He also argues that there was an important economic upswing before the Revolution; and he tries to determine the economic impact of the Revolution for the lower classes.


The Economic Role of the State

The state in the old regime influenced the economy in a number of important ways. It did so through taxation and through the sale of offices, and it attempted to mold the economic behavior of various groups through measures that we today would refer to as the industrial policy of the state. Together these three measures had a devastating effect on the social and economic structure of the country, according to Tocqueville.

Taxation occupies a central role in Tocqueville’s analysis of what caused the Revolution, and it is handled in such an expert and innovative way that it is hard not to consider Tocqueville a pioneer in fiscal sociology. There is one area that he was particularly interested in, and excelled in analyzing: how taxation influenced the class structure. Different taxes were, for example, imposed on different classes during the old regime. People also paid different amounts of tax depending on what class they belonged to. The way that the collection of taxes was organized also differed according to class.

Since much of the analysis of taxation in Tocqueville’s work is closely related to the analysis of class, it will be discussed in connection with this topic a bit later. But one can also find a more general discussion of the role of taxation in The Old Regime. Tocqueville argues, for example, that when the king succeeded in monopolizing the right of taxation by usurping it from the estates, this was a fateful moment for the development of society. This event took place in fifteenth-century France: “on that day was planted the seed for almost all the vices and abuses which affected the old regime for the rest of its life.”46 Schumpeter would later make a very similar argument in the essay in which he launched the idea of fiscal sociology, “The Crisis of the Tax State” (1918).

According to Tocqueville, “the right of taxation . . . to some extent contains all other rights.”47 And again like Schumpeter, he argues that taxation tends to influence nearly all aspects of a country. To cite one of Tocqueville’s notes: “Generalization: taxation source of everything.”48

The French state used taxation as a tool to divide and rule by assigning different types of taxes to the different classes, and thereby alienating themfrom one another. The state also usurped the right of taxation from the local authorities and increased the centralization of the state. One class in particular had to the carry the economic burden of the whole population: the peasants.

In its search for ever more resources, the French state began to sell offices. This meant that most intermediary political bodies, in the form of city councils and local governments, were soon eliminated. In the long run, the sale of offices wreaked such havoc on the government of the country that a totally new administrative structure had to be put in place, parallel to the old one.

This new administrative structure was severely centralized, going straight from the king and the Royal Council to an all-powerful official in each province (pays d’ élection), the so-called intendant. Intendants were usually commoners who had recently been ennobled and therefore had few ties to any estate. They controlled nearly everything that went on at the local level; and the office of the intendant was never for sale.

The state also saw as its task to tell the peasants and the bourgeois what to produce and how to produce it. Instructions for how much to cultivate, what methods to use, and so on were often issued by the intendant. To Tocqueville, this was a disastrous policy; it transformed the population into passive citizens whose first impulse, when something needed to be done, was to ask the state for help rather than do it themselves. At one point in his notes Tocqueville likens the local population to baby chicks in a nest, desperately wanting to be fed by the mother bird.49

Tocqueville also argues that “all kinds of habits of submission and dependence” were created in this way; these habits were further strengthened after the Revolution.50 This meant that the post-revolutionary state gained even more power over the citizens. The resulting “government paternalism,” as Tocqueville calls it, coincided nicely with the idea of equality, and it would have a deeply destructive influence on the political culture of nineteenth-century France.51



The Class Structure

Although there are bits and pieces of a skillful class analysis in Tocqueville’s work from the 1830s and 1840s, in The Old Regime this type of analysis reaches its fullest and most sophisticated expression. To some extent this is because Tocqueville diagnosed early European society (“aristocracy”) as being a class society, while modern European society (“democracy”) had a social structure that was more egalitarian and fluid. Tocqueville famously says in The Old Regime, “I speak of classes, they alone interest history.”52

In his analysis of pre-revolutionary France Tocqueville touches on such topics as the struggle between classes, the role of marriage for class cohesion, and the way that the different classes in France had become totally isolated from one another by the end of the 1700s. Just as democratic society tends to consist of isolated individuals (“individualism”), Tocqueville says, pre-revolutionary France consisted of isolated classes (“collective individualism”).

Taxation in particular, as we know, played a key role in this development. Unless classes have common interests, Tocqueville says, they tend to develop apart. When they do so, their mutual understanding declines, and it becomes easy for resentment and hatred to develop.

Tocqueville summed up his argument about the usefulness of having the same types of taxes for all classes as follows:


Since there is almost no issue of public interest which does not derive from taxes or end up in taxes, from the moment when the two classes [the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie] were no longer equally subject to taxation, they had almost no further reason to meet together again, no more reason to experience common needs and feelings; it no longer required any effort to keep them apart: in a sense the motive and desire to act together had been taken away from them.53



Having different taxes, in short, meant that the level of empathy between the classes decreased. This happened, Tocqueville notes, during the old regime when the class differences were enormous to begin with, and it was accomplished by eliminating the few opportunities that existed for individuals from the different classes to meet and discuss things they had in common. The empathy that Tocqueville refers to was centered on economic and political issues in broad terms (“common needs and feelings”).

But Tocqueville also noticed that the isolation between the classes had the paradoxical effect of making some individuals stronger and more independent. The passage in which Tocqueville makes this observation can be found in one of his notes; it is interesting because it allows the reader to follow Tocqueville’s thought precisely at the moment when he makes a discovery.

The note reads as follows:


The distinctions between classes, the individual privileges, the little social groups, at the same time as they encouraged vanity, destroyed common feeling and permitted the government to be master because of the chronic divisions between citizens, also maintained pride, the feeling of personal value, in many individuals, and these are the feelings where independence of mind implants itself. This state of things weakened the mass, but gave color to individuals. Excellent! Good idea. True piece.54



Tocqueville’s way of proceeding was that he took an insight he already had (the isolation of classes) and tried to figure out what it meant in more detail. When he did this, he was able to advance one step further in his thinking; a new insight had been born.

Apart from the analysis of the isolation of the classes, what makes The Old Regime so valuable from the perspective of class analysis is first and foremost that it contains a careful analysis of each of the major classes in France before the Revolution. Every class, Tocqueville also emphasizes, has a number of divisions within itself and a complex structure as a result.

The only class Tocqueville does not pay much attention to is the working class, which was relatively small at the time. All that the reader of The Old Regime learns about this topic is that Paris had a rapidly growing working-class population. One reason so many industries could be found in Paris, Tocqueville also says, was that taxes were not as burdensome as elsewhere in France. Another reason was that it was easier to avoid the guild regulations.

The two classes that stand at the center of The Old Regime are the aristocracy and the peasant class. While the aristocracy had been politically powerful with close links to the local population in the Middle Ages, the situation was very different by the 1700s. At this time most of the aristocrats lived either in the cities or at Versailles, and they had few contacts with the peasants and the bourgeoisie. From being a true aristocracy, in Tocqueville’s terminology, the nobility had become a caste—a small, powerless, and isolated group.

In Democracy in America, Tocqueville likens an aristocracy that does not have links to the people to a tree whose roots have died out; this is precisely what had happened to the French aristocracy.55 Its “vital principle” was gone.56 One reason for this isolation from the peasants was that the aristocrats had left the countryside and moved to the cities, which meant they knew very little about what was happening in the countryside.

The aristocrats were also free from one type of tax that over the centuries had become especially onerous, the so-called taille. According to Tocqueville, this was another reason why the aristocrats had become separated from the peasants. The taille, as well as a number of feudal fees on land, all worked in the same direction, namely to prevent the peasants and the nobility from mixing “in that which brings people together faster and better than anything else, landownership.”57

Furet has argued that Tocqueville had an idealized notion of the role that the French aristocracy played in the Middle Ages, and this is on the whole correct.58 But there is also quite a bit of realism to his picture of the aristocracy in The Old Regime. For example, Tocqueville is careful to emphasize that the aristocracy only expressed concern about what happened to the local population when it was in its own interest to do so. “An aristocracy,” as he put it, “does not become close to the people and only takes care of them when it has need of them.”59 The idea that the aristocracy would do so “for the good of the governed” he considered “a joke.”

While Tocqueville hardly mentions the peasants in his essay from 1836, his later study contains a detailed and careful picture of their situation. According to Tocqueville, the peasantry was the class that had to bear the main economic burden of the whole country since the aristocracy as well as the bourgeoisie successfully avoided taxes or paid only some minor amount.

The brunt of the brutality of the state was also directed at the peasants. When the peasants, for example, were forced to work voluntarily for the state (corvée), this took place under very harsh forms. “You’d think you were in Algeria!” as Tocqueville wrote in a note.60

His account of the way that the taille was collected from the peasants gives a good indication of the oppressive way in which the French state raised revenues.61 Each parish was assigned a certain sum to be paid every year, and one person was chosen by lot to be in charge of the collection. This task typically represented the ruin for whomever was chosen, and everybody who could leave the parish for the city (where the tax could be avoided) did so.

The taille was typically levied on persons and not on land. Since there was no way for the tax collector to know exactly how much anyone was worth, the size of the tax was set in an arbitrary way: “Every taxpayer had, in fact, a direct and permanent interest in spying on his neighbors and reporting to the collector on the increase of their wealth.”62 Collecting taxes also represented an opportunity to settle personal accounts, ruin one’s enemies, and the like.

The way that the taille was collected also encouraged peasants to hide whatever resources they had. As an example of this Tocqueville cites the case of the Agricultural Society of Maine that in 1761 decided to cancel one of its competitions when it was realized that the winners might be hurt if it became known that they had received animals as prizes. Tocqueville also notes that while the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie could protect themselves against attempts by the state to collect taxes with the help of lawyers and the like, this was not an option for the peasants.

But the peasants did not only suffer from the oppressive actions of the state. The very fact that they had been abandoned by the aristocracy was equally or even more destructive to them, according to Tocqueville. Being isolated as a class constituted, as he put it, “a new and unique kind of oppression.”63 The peasants in particular had to face all difficulties by themselves, since the aristocracy had withdrawn from their properties as well as from any responsibility for the local population. They suffered from social and economic abandonment.

This had other equally destructive consequences. That the aristocrats lived in the cities and cared so little for their properties in the countryside meant that they had no interest in improving their estates. As a result, not only did French agriculture lag behind in productivity, but the peasants did not learn about new techniques and in other ways participate in the progress that was going on in society. The French peasants, according to Tocqueville, worked their lands in the 1700s as they had done in the tenth century.

All of this meant that the peasants came to hate the aristocracy and the king with a passion. The social contract according to which the peasants worked for the aristocracy in exchange for protection and help had been broken, and nothing had replaced it. Hatred and anger were the result.

Tocqueville noted that the French peasants loved their land and invested all their hope in it: “The peasants’ love for the land was extreme, and all [their] passion to possess the soil afire.”64Whatever extra resources they could lay their hands on were invested in some new small piece of land.65 One result of this was that the price of land became badly overvalued. Another was that the various fees and taxes that were attached to land now also had to be paid by the peasants.

The bourgeoisie consisted, according to Tocqueville, of many different groups. Traders and industrialists made up one of these groups, and they often moved to the cities to avoid the taille. Their ambition was to make their fortune and then retire from trade or industry and buy an office. The bourgeoisie was as much cut off from the peasants as the aristocracy; it had strained relations with the aristocracy as well.

The intellectuals constituted a very special group in the bourgeois class, not least the philosophers and social theorists whose work came to dominate so much of the intellectual life in the eighteenth century. They were strong advocates of equality and the Rights of Man, ideas that would play a central role in the French Revolution. Many of these ideas were soon held by the bourgeoisie as well as by parts of the aristocracy.

According to Tocqueville, the ideas of the intellectuals were very abstract in nature, something that had to do with their lack of practical experience. In this respect, he says, French intellectuals were different from English intellectuals, who were more practical and less dogmatic in their approach. People like Voltaire, Tocqueville also notes, were only interested in freedom of expression, not in other types of freedom. As an example of this, Tocqueville cites Voltaire’s quip that he would rather be governed by a well-bred lion than by rats of his own species.

Tocqueville’s discussion of French intellectuals also throws some light on his own attempt to rethink the relationship between theory and practice. He notes, for example, apropos of les philosophes, that being a good author does not mean that you will be a good politician. Thinking and writing have their own dynamic that differs from political action.

Tocqueville criticizes in particular the Enlightenment thinkers for being unable to understand that their ideas about equality and human rights meant something very different in society at large from what they meant in the literary salons. Philosophers and authors gave little thought to what would happen if their ideas reached the common people and became fueled by its passions and hatred. Les philosophes and their upper-class supporters, Tocqueville said, behaved like “certain great ladies [who] undressed in front of their domestic servants, not counting them as men.”66



Separate Economic Topics

Most of what Tocqueville has to say about economic phenomena in The Old Regime is connected either to his analysis of the class structure or to the process of centralization. But he also discusses a few other economic phenomena as well, which are relatively independent of these two structural facts. They are important in their own right; and they also show that Furet is mistaken in his statement that The Old Regime ignores economic topics.

This is especially the case with Tocqueville’s elaborate attempt to document in exact figures how much the lower classes had gained from the Revolution. That the peasants had begun to own land even before the Revolution was something that Tocqueville had already asserted in his 1836 essay. Now, however, he wanted to establish exactly how much the lower classes had gained from the redistribution of land, the abolishment of feudal dues, and similar events that came with the Revolution.

Tocqueville’s desire to find an answer to these questions caused him to embark on an extensive research effort.67While it is true that he ultimately failed to produce exact figures on how much the lower classes had gained from the Revolution, his work on this issue nonetheless represents his most important attempt at a quantitative analysis during the final phase of his life. In Tocqueville’s overall production, this project can only be compared to his effort in the 1830s (together with Beaumont) to decide exactly how much it cost to run American prisons.68 In both cases, it should be noted, Tocqueville dealt with “economic” topics in the narrow sense of this term.

One of the first things Tocqueville did to get his project off the ground was to discuss it with Kergorlay. He did not, however, get the answer he wanted because Kergorlay told him emphatically that he would never be able to establish exactly how much the peasants had benefited.69 Even if Tocqueville employed an army of research assistants, Kergorlay said, he would not be able to get an answer to this question.

What could be done, however, according to Kergorlay, was to take one local community and, by studying it carefully, establish its pattern of landownership before and after the Revolution. The question of how to get exact figures for the country as a whole, however, still remained.

Tocqueville initially ignored Kergorlay’s skeptical answer and pursued the issue of the gain of the lower classes. For example, he asked a number of colleagues how to proceed, including several experts on economics among his acquaintances, such as Blanqui, Passy, and Duchâtel.70 He also consulted material that looked promising in a number of archives and in other ways tried to get the figures he wanted.

Tocqueville understood well, for example, that he had to control for the growth of population when he looked at the changes between two time periods (before and after the Revolution), just as he realized that even if he could find exact figures for, say, the change in landownership in some local area, he also needed to find some way to generalize to the country as a whole.

One of the local studies Tocqueville carried out as part of his efforts was of the parish in which Château de Tocqueville was situated. The material he put together on this topic came from a number of different sources and was kept in a file called “Statistical studies and others done at Tocqueville.” It gave a good picture of the situation in one small part of Normandy, but little else.

Finally, Tocqueville had to give up. Later historians, it may be added, have encountered similar problems in trying to measure the economic gains that different groups made from the Revolution.71 Tocqueville’s main proposition, however—that the Revolution did not mean such a complete reversal in landownership as was once thought—still stands today.72

Tocqueville was a pioneer in one more area as it pertains to the economic situation in pre-revolutionary France. This was his finding that the Revolution had been preceded by a period of economic upswing that had lasted a few decades. Tocqueville also pointed out that it was precisely in the areas of the country where this upswing had been the most vigorous that the Revolution had had its strongest support.

To Tocqueville this last fact was not particularly surprising, since history in his view was full of errors and paradoxes.73 His explanation on this last point is often referred to as the “Tocqueville effect,” and it is nearly as famous as his argument about “the spiral of silence” in The Old Regime.74 While there is no link between these two explanations, both testify to Tocqueville’s capacity to explain contradictory events and lay bare the social mechanism involved.

The usual definition of the Tocqueville effect is that “social frustration increases as social conditions improve.”75 Though this formulation is analytically precise, it should also be noted that one can find different variations of Tocqueville’s argument about the effects of the economic upswing that preceded the Revolution. At one point, for example, Tocqueville notes that “the inevitable evil that one bears patiently seems unbearable as soon as one conceives the idea of removing it.”76 And in another place he instead singles out hope as the crucial mechanism involved.77 The Tocqueville effect is also present at some level in the main argument of The Old Regime, namely that while feudal oppression was much lighter in France than in other countries, feudal society was nonetheless much more hated—which is what led to such a violent revolution.

Finally, The Old Regime contains Tocqueville’s fullest discussion of a group of economists and their role in society.78 This analysis can be found where Tocqueville discusses the role of the intellectuals in preparing for the Revolution. The economists Tocqueville singles out for special attention were the physiocrats, and he notes that their work gives a much better sense of what the Revolution was all about than do the writings of les philosophes. The reason for this is that even if the physiocrats were theoreticians, they were much closer to the facts. Hence Tocqueville’s main verdict about the physiocrats: “it is in their writings above all that we can best study the Revolution’s true nature.”79

Tocqueville had carefully studied the works of the physiocrats in preparation for the section of The Old Regime that deals with their role in the Revolution. He was probably already familiar with many of their ideas, but he now added to his earlier knowledge.80 In particular, he studied Euge`ne Daire’s thick anthology Physiocrates (1846) as well as individual works of such authors as Turgot, Le Trosne, and Mirabeau.81 Tocqueville was especially fascinated by Turgot, whom he considered far above the other physiocrats in intelligence and experience.82

Furet argues that Tocqueville’s analysis of the physiocrats is deficient in that it analyzes only their political ideas and fails to analyze their economic ideas.83 To this one may answer with Tocqueville that the economic ideas of the physiocrats—say, Quesnay’s idea of the economy as a system or that only agriculture can produce economic value—played no role in the Revolution. What did play a role, in contrast, were the political ideas of the physiocrats—which is exactly what Tocqueville analyzed.

What makes Tocqueville’s approach to the physiocrats innovative is precisely that he looks at the political ideology of a group of economists. This is a point that has not been noted in the secondary literature on the physiocrats, where Tocqueville’s ideas are usually not referred to. To study the political role of the ideas of economists represents an approach that has become increasingly relevant in our own time—as illustrated, not least, by recent attempts to cast Tocqueville as a neo-liberal.
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Figure 10.1. Turgot, after a painting at the Louvre, engraved by W. T. Fry and published by the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge. Turgot (1727– 81) was one of the leading economists during the eighteenth century as well as intendant in Limoges and minister of finance during the 1770s. Tocqueville studied Turgot’s work with great care as part of his preparation for The Old Regime and its sequel. While he regarded Turgot as “the father of centralization,” he also felt that Turgot, compared to other important administrators, distinguished himself through “the elevation of his soul and the breadth of his mind.” Tocqueville, The Old Regime and the Revolution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), 2:324, 487.

The physiocrats, according to Tocqueville, were advocates of free trade but not of political freedom: “They were, it is true, very favorable to the free exchange of commodities, to laissez faire or laissez passer in trade and industry; but as for political freedoms proper, they were hardly concerned, and even when by chance they thought of them, they at first rejected them.”84 As an example of this negative attitude, Tocqueville cites Quesnay’s statement that “the system of checks and balances is a fatal idea in government.”85

The physiocrats themselves played no role in the Revolution, according to Tocqueville, while their political ideas were another matter. They were, in particular, very strong advocates of equality while also totally uninterested in freedom. They believed firmly in the central role of the state, and that the state had the right to mold the citizens as it wanted.

In a letter to a friend from the 1850s, Tocqueville repeats his verdict that the physiocrats are primarily important in that they embodied the true spirit of the Revolution, but he now gives a slightly different reason than in The Old Regime: “It is they who in the eighteenth century best represent the true spirit of the Revolution and who sensed the best how equality can lead to the centralization of power.”86

To Tocqueville, the tragedy of the French Revolution was that it inspired freedom but that people had no idea how to go about creating a free society. Their heads were filled with abstract ideas about the virtues of equality and centralization, which made them poorly equipped for the concrete task of transforming France into a free and independent country. With their hatred for all old institutions and their advocacy of a strong state, the physiocrats helped bring about the downfall of liberty, according to Tocqueville.

One can finally also find a discussion of the relationship between freedom and the economy in The Old Regime.87 At one point Tocqueville cites, for example, Montesquieu’s statement that what makes agriculture productive is not so much the quality of the soil but whether a society is free: “Land is productive less by virtue of its fertility than by virtue of the freedom of its inhabitants.”88 Freedom, in short, is what brings about prosperity—not the resources that a country has been endowed with.

In a famous appendix to The Old Regime Tocqueville discusses the development in Languedoc, which he holds up as an example of what all of France might have become. Languedoc, according to this counterfactual argument, was a province that had been allowed to develop in a fairly independent manner and in this way had taken a very different path than the rest of the country.

The aristocracy and the bourgeoisie in Languedoc had, for example, united in a successful effort to counter the negative measures of the state. The peasants were also treated much better than elsewhere in the country, in terms of both forced labor (corvée) and taxation. Intermediary bodies had been retained as much as possible; the result was a prosperous and well-run province in which political liberties flourished.

Tocqueville had addressed the issue of liberty and economic development in his work from the 1830s and 1840s.89 Although his basic message in The Old Regime is the same as it had been previously—that there is a strong link between the two—he now added some new ideas. Individuals as well as countries that pursue liberty, the reader is told, tend to be economically successful. But if they use their freedom to become rich in material goods, they will soon lose their freedom. Freedom has a value in itself, and those who lack a genuine appreciation for this, and set economic success ahead of freedom, will end up losing both.

Tocqueville’s discussion of the relationship between freedom and economic success in The Old Regime also appears to have been influenced by his bitter experience of living in internal exile under Napoleon III.90 At one point in The Old Regime Tocqueville says that some nations pursue freedom in a consistent manner (England?), while others get tired after a while and exchange it for prosperity (France?). Those who prefer economic success to liberty, as Tocqueville also phrases it, choose interest over disinterest. As a result, they will also lose the fruits of their interest, because only genuine disinterest can lead to prosperity in the long run.

To sum up, one can say that one of Tocqueville’s accomplishments as an analyst of economic life is that he initiated an examination of the relationship between liberty and economic progress, or what may be called the political economy of liberty. His basic suggestion is that if liberty is given first priority, by an individual or a country, the economy will flourish in the long run.

While this is suggestive and possibly correct, Tocqueville never fully explicated the link between freedom and economics. Does freedom give the individual confidence (“courage”) to experiment and innovate— thereby linking freedom to economic progress? Or do free individuals understand the importance of joining together politically and then use their organizational skills for economic enterprises? There are passages in Tocqueville’s work that support both of these interpretations (which also complement each other).91

It is clear that Tocqueville’s idea of a close and organic relationship between freedom and economic progress has nothing to do with the idea of laissez-faire or that the economy will only flourish if it is left to itself. For Tocqueville, only a politically free and a politically aware people can be truly entrepreneurial in the long run.




The Revolution—Tocqueville's Unfinished Work

The Old Regime appeared in 1856 and Tocqueville died in 1859. This gave him only a few years to finish what remained of his work on the French Revolution, during which time he was often sick. This time he had also set himself an even harder task than analyzing pre-revolutionary France, namely the Revolution itself. The result was that Tocqueville did not get very far. What remains of his last work are basically fragments: nine unfinished chapters and a large number of notes.

We do not know exactly how many volumes Tocqueville was aiming for, what title he had in mind for his work, or what time period he wanted to analyze. According to a letter from Tocqueville to his translator Henry Reeve that is often cited when these questions are discussed, the full work was to be in two or three volumes, and “perhaps” be called The Revolution.92 The focus was to be on the “particular physiognomy” of the Revolution and on “the new society” that emerged from it.

Tocqueville quickly understood that his new work would have to be very different from The Old Regime. While the literature on the period preceding the Revolution was at least manageable, he realized this was not the case for the Revolution itself. In addition, Tocqueville felt that he had to develop a very different approach to the Revolution from the one he had used in The Old Regime.

But it is also clear that Tocqueville was prepared to make dramatic changes in his thinking in order to do justice to his new topic. In 1857 he wrote to Kergorlay that when you grow old you must not be afraid of new problems; you should also be ready to change your mind. Furthermore, “one must constantly put in contact and confront the ideas one has adopted with those one has not adopted, the ideas of one’s youth with the ideas of the society and opinions that belong to the epoch in which one lives.”93

What made the analysis of the Revolution so challenging to Tocqueville was that he felt that he somehow had to figure out an alternative way of writing its history. Under no circumstances did he want to produce a work that was simply a narrative of the revolutionary events. There had to be some other way to proceed.

Tocqueville’s way of approaching this problem grew out of his conviction that the view of the actors constituted the key to the dramatic events in 1789 and onward. The Revolution, from this perspective, could be described as an overthrow of the existing institutions, combined with an effort to formulate new mores and anchor these in law. To Tocqueville, this meant that it was the living ideas and mores of the actors that were driving the events.

Taking this approach had important consequences for the kind of data Tocqueville had to locate. He realized, for example, that historical documents would be of less importance than when he had worked on The Old Regime. Even memoirs (which he loved to read) were of less value, since they contained reconstructions of past events and not eyewitness accounts.

Tocqueville wrote to a friend in 1856,


Since my purpose is much more one of painting the movement of feelings and ideas that successively produced the events of the Revolution, than of recounting those events themselves, I need official historical documents much less than I do writings in which public opinion manifests itself during each period, such as in newspapers, pamphlets, distinctive letters, administrative correspondence.94



Tocqueville wanted primarily to use, as he put it at one point, “the little writings of the time,” as opposed to official statements and works by historians.95 This meant, in addition to sources of the type just mentioned (letters, pamphlets, and newspapers), whatever had retained traces of how people viewed things during the Revolution—such as engravings, novels, caricatures, fashion magazines, and so forth. With the help of this type of material, Tocqueville felt that he had a chance to capture “the spirit of the time” and to get an approximate sense of how the actors saw things as they happened.96

Tocqueville’s main purpose in trying to establish the way people viewed the revolutionary events at the time was not to explain the events in this way. It did allow him, however, to better understand one factor that was crucial to analyzing the interaction of mores and institutions. By proceeding in this way he could also avoid simply retelling the events, as was common at the time in historical studies.

In a letter to Beaumont, Tocqueville tried to clarify how he wanted to proceed: “here you must blend the thread of [people’s] ideas with that of the facts; say enough about the latter in order to better understand the former, and make the reader feel that he understands the interest and importance of these [ideas] and yet absolutely not write an ordinary history.”97

In trying to establish the spirit of the time, Tocqueville was not so much interested in individuals as in classes. Just as in The Old Regime, he was mainly interested in the class structure and in the way that whole classes reacted to certain events. In a note, written to himself in 1856, Tocqueville outlined what he wanted to accomplish by proceeding in this way: “To penetrate deeply what happened then within each class. What moved them; what they thought, wanted, hoped, feared.”98

Of the fragments that remain from Tocqueville’s work on The Revolution, there are two sets of chapters which, among other things, contain some interesting analyses of economic phenomena. The first consists of seven chapters devoted to the period 1787–89; the other two focus on the situation in the country just before Napoleon seized power in 1799. Tocqueville’s main concern in the first set of chapters was to follow the way that opposition to the king developed, and how it went from being peaceful and supported by all classes to becoming violent and directed against the king and the aristocracy.

For a brief moment in 1789, according to Tocqueville, all social classes were united in an effort to bring about freedom and equality. At this point disinterest triumphed over interest, and it represented the most sublime moment of the Revolution:


I do not believe that at any moment in history, at any place on earth, a similar multitude of men has ever been so sincerely impassioned for public affairs, so truly forgetful of their interests, so absorbed in contemplation of a great plan, so determined to risk everything that men hold most dear in their lives, to strive to lift themselves above the petty passions of their hearts.99



It was a moment, as Tocqueville put it, of “incomparable beauty.”

Soon, however, the consensus among the opponents to the king fell apart. But all disinterest had not dissipated, as exemplified by the aristocracy’s decision to give up its privileges. This important event took place during the historic night of August 4, 1789, in a “tempest of disinterest,” as Tocqueville put it.100 Feudalism, in short, did not end in France through armed struggle or some other form of violent class struggle. It ended through the voluntary actions of the aristocrats themselves, inspired by a mixture of fear and enthusiasm.101

Tocqueville’s description of the unlikely social and economic event that took place on August 4, 1789, in the National Assembly is worth citing in full:


It is the Viscount de Noailles who begins; correctly attributing the cause of the disorders [in the nation] to the passion of the lower classes against their material burdens, he proposes to immediately declare absolute equality of taxation, the redemption of all feudal dues, the abolition without payment of corvées and other personal servitudes. . . .

The Duke D’Aiguillon supports the motion.

The motion is welcomed with transports of inexpressible joy, says the transcript.

The bishop of Nancy proposes that this be applied to the ecclesiastical property, the bishop of Chartres renounces hunting rights. “A multitude of voices was raised,” says the transcript; “they came from the gentlemen of the nobility, uniting to consummate this renunciation immediately.” . . .

There followed a moment of exhaustion. People no longer knew what was left to sacrifice.

Then the movement, which had upraised souls, also pushed them impetuously towards another point. See one after another all the deputies who came to sacrifice all provincial privileges, they push each other, they follow each other; people cut off their speeches in order to surrender their constituents’ rights faster. They can’t get to the podium quickly enough to submit their renunciations, they push each other, they cut each other off, they almost use force in order to get to the podium, which is like a place besieged.102



Another unusual event, with its own economic dimension, took place in the assembly the next month when it received a visit from some women who came to offer their jewelry to help the nation. This was another instance of the political economy of sacrifice, according to Tocqueville, even if the gender of the actors was different this time. His description reads as follows:


Patriotic foolishness. 7 September. Some virtuous female citizens of Paris present themselves before the Assembly, are admitted and placed on stools at the barrier in order to offer their jewelry to the nation.

A little nine-year-old girl offers a gold chain and a gold thimble to the nation. The Assembly accepts with emotion. We find here, says the journal, the generous sacrifices that Roman ladies came to offer the Senate. . . .

All this foolishness being in conformity with the French mind of the times, and being born (ridiculous product) of real and deep passions, it produces great effects onminds and thus merits being judged seriously from the particular view of the times.103



The second set of chapters from Tocqueville’s last project contains an analysis of the situation in France just before Napoleon seized power in 1799. When Tocqueville wrote these two chapters he was struck, like many other observers, by the parallels between the coup d’état by Napoleon and the one by his nephew Louis-Napoleon in 1851.

Tocqueville describes in detail how by the late 1790s the Directory had lost control of the country, and how anarchy and violence were spreading throughout the countryside as well as the cities. People were apathetic and afraid; rumors were circulating that a great uprising was about to take place, that all debts were to be canceled, and the like.

While all of this was going on, some English political economists, Tocqueville notes, were arguing that France was on the verge of collapse because of the terrible financial state of the country.104 But Tocqueville did not agree with their diagnosis, and the way that he argued throws some additional light on the difference between the kind of economic analysis one can find in Tocqueville and in the work of the economists of his time.

Tocqueville realized that he was not the person to analyze the impact that financial forces were having on the country (“I would be poor at that”).105 But this does not mean that he disqualified himself from analyzing the economic situation of the country; he just preferred to approach it from his own perspective. The English economists, in his opinion, were wrong and had severely misjudged the impact of the economic forces. Their error was that they conceived of these in much too narrow a manner.

Tocqueville himself proceeded differently and linked economic behavior to social class. His main argument was that the economic interests of the peasants had improved so much thanks to the Revolution that even if they were disenchanted with the Directory they would still fight for the Revolution and not let economic adversity stop them. Tocqueville, in brief, viewed the economy in a broader and more social manner than did the English economists—and came to a different (and, as it turned out, more accurate) conclusion. Again, as Mill once put it, Tocqueville’s economic analysis aimed at connecting factors that at first did not seem to have much in common.

Let us now return to the situation just before Napoleon’s coup d’état in 1799. Tocqueville singles out and elaborates on one particular element that in his opinion caused the population to be so apathetic during these years. This was that much of the property that had changed hands during the Revolution had not been acquired through legal means. It had been stolen or confiscated in some way.

Tocqueville casts this part of his analysis in terms of a change in people’s attitude toward honesty; by doing so, he adds a new dimension to his analysis of property. People’s attitude toward honesty during the Revolution, Tocqueville argues, had been undermined through the frequent seizures of other people’s property—by the state, by the masses, and by individuals. The term “honesty” had even disappeared from the new vocabulary of the revolutionaries, Tocqueville noted, and had been replaced by “virtue.”

The reason all of this could happen, according to Tocqueville, is that honesty “has its support much less in reason than in habit and prejudice”— and these latter two had been shaken up and weakened as a result of the Revolution.106 Tocqueville sums up the process through which this had happened as follows:


The French Revolution multiplied, in a way that had never before been seen in any people’s internal quarrels, the number of disputed properties whose ownership was guaranteed by law, but which worried the conscience: those who sold these confiscated goods were not very sure that they had the right to sell them; those who bought them, the right to acquire them. Among both, it usually happened that laziness or ignorance kept people from having a very firm opinion on this crucial point. Furthermore self-interest always kept most people from examining it very carefully. This put the souls of several million men in a difficult position.107
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Figure 10.2. An assignat. The picture shows an assignat or paper money of the type that the revolutionaries issued in the 1790s against the confiscated property of the king, the church, and the émigrés. According to Tocqueville, one important reason for the apathetic atmosphere that made it possible for Napoleon to seize power in 1799 was this type of measure. It, as well as other types of measures, undermined people’s sense of honesty and opened the door for dictatorial politics.

From Tocqueville’s correspondence, we know that by the time he stopped working on The Revolution he felt that he had not yet solved the problem of understanding the nature of the French Revolution. But he was still convinced that the only way to do so was by exploring how the actors themselves saw their actions and include this in the explanation: “I have up to now only found one way [to proceed]; that is to live, in some manner, each moment of the Revolution with the contemporaries by reading, not what has been said of them or what they said of themselves since, but what they themselves were saying then, and, as much as possible, by discovering what they were really thinking.”108

Finally, there was also something about the way the revolutionaries behaved during the Revolution that he found fearful and deeply disturbing. “It is a virus of a new and unknown kind,” as he put it.109 Maybe there was also an economic dimension to this virus—but Tocqueville did not have time to find out exactly what it was.



Concluding Remarks

When Tocqueville made the decision at Sorrento to go back to being an author he knew that he did not have many years left. He worked under pressure and produced in very short time a first-class work, The Old Regime. Whatever notes he left behind for the rest of his work, The Revolution, indicate that this also might have become a major work.

Tocqueville realized in Sorrento that he had to pick a topic that he could analyze in a relatively short time. He selected the French Revolution since this was a topic he had thought about since his youth. He had also, as we know, written an essay about the Revolution during his first period as an author.

By choosing the French Revolution Tocqueville ended his life work by completing his own type of analysis. As a young man he had written on democracy, and twenty years later he wrote on aristocracy. From looking forward into the future, he turned to the past.

But because he was in a hurry, Tocqueville had little choice in selecting his new topic, and his economic analysis can be used to illustrate this. In the 1830s, when Tocqueville analyzed a contemporary society (the United States), the Industrial Revolution had not advanced very far except in England. Tocqueville’s holistic analysis, which ignored the analytical strategy to deal separately with the economy, was well suited to the time and was also able to capture what was going on.

By 1850 the situation was different. There was already a much more sophisticated analysis of the economy by then, but Tocqueville had not been following it. Instead he had devoted all of his energy during the 1840s to practical politics and to writings that served a practical purpose.

What is at issue here is not whether Tocqueville should have followed the route of analytical economics or of a more socially oriented type of economics. The point is instead that a whole new industrial economy was appearing in France and elsewhere, which Tocqueville had great difficulty capturing with the type of analysis he had developed in Democracy in America, and which he had failed to renew during the 1840s.

This development had also resulted in quick and important advances in social and economic theory. By 1850, for example, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels had published The Communist Manifesto and John Stuart Mill his Principles of Political Economy. There was also a small library by other thinkers on the emerging industrial and capitalist society, which Tocqueville was equally unfamiliar with. In short, as a result of his failure in the 1840s to recast his analysis and align it more with the fast-paced events, he was not ready to take on contemporary society.

This is something that Tocqueville may have realized in Sorrento. In his important letter from December 15, 1850, to Kergorlay, he says that he absolutely wants to analyze contemporary society—only to drop the idea a few sentences later and instead start to discuss in detail what historic topic he should choose, how to analyze it, and so on.

Having said this, there is no reason to underestimate Tocqueville’s accomplishment in the 1850s. Even if he resigned himself to producing a work in history, he did so under protest, so to speak, and it was also very clear that he wanted to produce a new kind of historical analysis. The project that he set for himself was to transform himself not only into a first-rate historian but into a first-rate historian of a new type.

Tocqueville had had time on his side in Democracy in America—the United States was in a dynamic phase of its development, and everybody was curious about the new country—but things were different in the 1850s. The time was now ripe for people like Marx, Engels, and the sociologists, who were all (unlike Tocqueville) eager to analyze the new industrial and capitalist society. Tocqueville’s response in the 1850s was, to repeat, to move backward to familiar territory, to the very beginning of his type of analysis: the world of the aristocracy—and its disintegration.

Tocqueville made one last effort to make his move backward in time relevant for the present. He infused his analysis with political relevance for contemporary society. The Old Regime contains, for example, the counterfactual example of Languedoc as well as constant references to “today” or the time of Napoleon III. The same impulse was behind Tocqueville’s important statement in The Old Regime: “I wanted to discover not only what illness killed the patient, but how the patient could have been cured.”110 Once he had this knowledge, it would presumably be easier to know how to cure the Second Empire.

But this attempt by Tocqueville failed, thanks to an irony of history. While the contemporaries of les philosophes had been eager to translate the ideas they found in books into concrete reality, this was no longer the case in France during the reign of Napoleon III. Tocqueville was well aware of this and observed that France was no longer “a literary nation.”111 Books did not have the impact in France that they once had had, he noted. The elite had stopped reading important books and the masses preferred novels.

Tocqueville ascribed this development to Napoleon III, but it is clear that more general forces were involved. Modern society was quickly developing in a direction that was changing not only the social and economic structure of society but also the impact of ideas. Theory and practice, one could say, were no longer what they once had been.






Epilogue [image: ] Thinking with Tocqueville



You shew a phenomenon, in all kinds of previously unsuspected relations to all the other things that surround it.

—JOHN STUART MILL to Tocqueville, 1835

Connection or synthesis is the only act which cannot be given through the objects, but must be carried out by the subject itself.

—IMMANUEL KANT, Critique of Pure Reason



Tocqueville never wrote the treatise on how to improve political economy and related sciences that he referred to in his letter to Kergorlay from 1834.1 In hindsight it is obvious that he would never have undertaken such an enterprise. The form of a treatise did not suit him, whatever the topic. It was much too abstract for his taste, and it did not allow for the organic mixture of facts and ideas that he wanted. His method of always analyzing the economy as part of society instead of separating it out along the lines of Mill was another reason why he would not be interested in writing a separate treatise on the economy.

This does not mean that Tocqueville had not thought enough on economic topics during his thirty-year career as a writer and a politician to fill a book-long treatise. But his ideas on economics are scattered throughout his work since they are part of his overall analysis of society. They can be found in bits and pieces, inviting further thought and elaboration— and some systematization. This is especially the case if we want to answer the question raised in chapter 3: where do Tocqueville’s ideas about the economy lead and are they relevant today?

Tocqueville was active at a very special time in the history of social science: the early 1800s when economics and sociology were in the air but had not yet found the forms they would later take. In Tocqueville’s time, it was not as clear as it is now, or even fifty years after Tocqueville’s death, what the modern nature of social science, including economics and sociology, would look like.

Instead a number of different approaches for how to analyze society and its various activities were tried out, and one of these was that of Tocqueville. Why his way of doing social science lost out to the ones that we have today is not exclusively due to the fact that the latter are better—unless one believes that the best theory always wins out. “We have the best of all possible types of social science,” as Dr. Pangloss would have said.

Regardless of what factors made one type of social science win out over the others, one can nonetheless say that Tocqueville’s way of analyzing things—the intellectual strategy that he developed—throws an interesting light on the kind of social science we have today, including economics and sociology. Some of Tocqueville’s analyses are also suggestive for specific problems that are being discussed in these two sciences today; the reason for this is that Tocqueville cast the problems he was interested in, as well as the solutions, in his own distinct way.

The exact nature of Tocqueville’s type of social science is not easy to capture, and I shall primarily attempt to do so by discussing the part that deals with economics. Tocqueville’s analysis of society as a whole and its economic dimension are very closely related, as I have tried to show; this fact should not be used as an excuse for ignoring Tocqueville’s analysis of the economy. The latter can instead provide us with some clues about the nature of Tocqueville’s general social science approach.

Two items, more specifically, characterize Tocqueville’s analysis of economic phenomena and set it apart in from the approach that his friend and colleague John Stuart Mill tried to develop, and which eventually would become that of modern economics. The first has to do with Tocqueville’s general view of economic phenomena, and the second with his view of the need for empirical social research.

There is an appealing simplicity to Mill’s approach in economics, which I have earlier described as an attempt to go within the economic phenomenon to be analyzed and to seek its meaning, so to speak, within the shell of the cracked nut. But Tocqueville did not follow this route, and the meaning he looked for was not so much inside the phenomenon as in its connection to surrounding phenomena.

The difference between the two approaches can be highlighted by referring to Kant’s distinction in Critique of Pure Reason between analytic thinking and synthetic thinking. The former is exclusively focused on the concept and begins by disconnecting it from its surroundings. The main emphasis in analytic thinking, Kant says, is on laying bare what already is contained in the concept, but covertly so.

Synthetic thinking proceeds in a different way. It goes beyond the concept and links it to its surroundings. The act of connecting—not splitting something up to make it easier to analyze—is what characterizes this type of thinking. And the act of connecting means, according to Kant, linking the concept to empirical phenomena since these are outside the concept: “Empirical judgments, as such, are all synthetical; for it would be absurd to found an analytical judgment on experience, because, in order to form such a judgment, I need not at all step out of my concept, or appeal to the testimony of experience.”2

The connection between something economic to outside phenomena assumes many different forms in Tocqueville’s work. The link can be to the nature of the human being, to what people are like beyond their homo economicus part, so to speak. Or it can be to the institutional structure of society or to its mores, sentiments, ideas, and so on. Economic phenomena are in this way seen by Tocqueville as connected to the emotional life of people, to the structure of the family, to the organizational forms in society, to the general morality in society, to what happens in the political arena, and more.

While Mill selected a particular economic phenomenon of interest, and then by thinking tried to penetrate and lay bare its analytical core through thinking, Tocqueville went about things in nearly the opposite way. He observed different economic phenomena (sometimes in different countries) and then tried to figure out what made them vary. Variation became as central as the links to other phenomena. In his way, Tocqueville was more like a latter-day sociologist than a modern economist; and the end product of his analysis is also more similar to the economic sociology of someone like Max Weber than to the economics of, say, David Ricardo.

There are several reasons for bringing up the name of Max Weber in a discussion of Tocqueville’s analysis of economic phenomena. One is that Tocqueville’s social science is closer to the type of cultural science that Weber developed around 1900 than it is to the schemes of someone like August Comte, who was Tocqueville’s contemporary. Another reason is thatWeber’s project of a Wirtschaftssoziologie is considerably closer to Tocqueville’s type of analysis of economic phenomena than it is to the work of the analytical school of economics in England.

The reference to Weber’s work in economic sociology also allows us to briefly address another key question in this context, namely what is to be understood by the term “economic phenomena.” The author of Democracy in America and The Old Regime has, as we know, repeatedly been accused of ignoring economic phenomena, and I have argued that this is incorrect. This is where Weber and his way of conceptualizing what should be meant by economic phenomena come into the picture.

Just like Tocqueville, Weber was fascinated by and tried to explain the many different ways in which economic phenomena make their empirical appearance. As part of this effort, as I mentioned in the introduction to this study, he developed a terminology that is helpful in this context. The science of economics, he argued, should have a broad vision of its subject matter; it should be a social economics (Sozialökonomik).

Social economics analyzes not only “economic phenomena” but also what Weber calls “economically relevant phenomena” and “economically conditioned phenomena.”3 What I have called Tocqueville’s economic analysis roughly covers these three phenomena, and Tocqueville was especially skillful in linking economic phenomena to non-economic phenomena. Like Weber, he was also convinced that economic phenomena—such as money, property, and entrepreneurship—were best understood if their social dimension was taken into account.

But even if there is a certain affinity between Weber’s vision of a Sozialökonomik and Tocqueville’s analysis of economic phenomena, it would be incorrect to cast Tocqueville as a Weberian sociologist or a modern sociologist. There are decisive differences between Tocqueville’s type of analysis and Weberian sociology or modern sociology. Most important, Tocqueville’s interpretation of what it meant to seek the truth outside some phenomenon, in its link to other phenomena rather than in its kernel, took him in a very different direction than Weber and modern sociology.

The totality that was in the background for Tocqueville was, for one thing, always France. Also, and more important from a theoretical viewpoint, it was not so much that economic phenomena should be connected to the rest of society for theoretical reasons but that society—to Tocqueville—develops from one point in time to the next, all of it together. This means that he viewed the economy as indissolubly connected to the rest of society. There is no separate sphere of the economy. When society moves ahead, so does the economy—just as a person’s mind and body have to act in unison when a person gets up and goes.

There are parallels between Tocqueville’s perspective on this point and the functionalist approach that one can find, for example, in French thought some fifty years later. But Tocqueville was not a functionalist, and his picture of France in his day has more in common with Marx than it does with Durkheim. There is a unity to society, from Tocqueville’s perspective, but society moves ahead as much through conflict as through incremental growth.

To sum up, the first issue on which Tocqueville’s approach differs from that of Mill has to do with the way that economic phenomena are linked to other phenomena, and thereby span considerably more than what economists have in mind when they refer to “the economy.” The second issue has to do with Tocqueville’s stance on empirical issues. For Tocqueville, the analysis has to be empirical. It is simply impossible to think something through that relates to society, to understand it and to explain it, without having access to facts.

This means that you cannot distance the analysis too much from reality by way of analytical abstractions along the lines of Mill, because this increases the likelihood of failing to intervene in reality in a competent manner. The ultimate task of the analyst, according to Tocqueville, is to help the ship of state to move in the right direction and to weather whatever storms it may encounter on its voyage. And for this empirical knowledge is indispensable.

This way of seeing things explains some of the energy with which Tocqueville sought out empirical material for his analyses. I have tried to show that he was a pioneer in modern social science through his use of interviews, and perhaps also in the way that he tried to work with an early and rudimentary form of statistics. But again, Tocqueville was not interested in developing new methods to gather facts for academics to use; his goal was to lay his hands on empirical material, in whatever way this could be done, because he had a practical goal for his analysis.

In forcefully confronting reality in this manner, Tocqueville discovered many new aspects of it. This also includes economic phenomena, and the time has now come to sum up what he accomplished in this respect. Since Tocqueville rejected the idea of Mill and others that one can conceptualize the economy as an autonomous region in society, with its own distinct laws, and since this is still the way we view the economy today, his analysis may seem more fragmentary and less systematic than it actually is.

In summing up what Tocqueville accomplished through his analysis one may, for example, proceed by enumerating (and commenting on) what he said about different economic topics: entrepreneurship, consumption, taxation, property, and so on. This can be done by accumulating here what has already been said earlier in this book. The result of this type of exercise would be that Tocqueville emerges as one who produced the first social science picture of the U.S. entrepreneurial economy and that he pioneered the analysis of mass consumption, fiscal sociology, a sociology of property, and so on.

By proceeding in this way, we get a picture of Tocqueville that merits a few lines in histories of early economic thought. I doubt that he would get very much more, and the reason for this has little to do with the quality of his thought. It has more to do with the fact that he does not fit very easily into the kind of history of economic thought that exists today and favors a very different approach to economic analysis than what can be found in Tocqueville’s work.

But one may also proceed in a different way. Instead of focusing on Tocqueville’s contribution to analytical thought (in Kant’s sense), we could concentrate on his capacity for synthetical thinking in economic matters. This means that special attention has to be paid to the way in which he tried to explain economic phenomena by linking them to other phenomena.

Tocqueville’s method can also be described as different from the embeddedness approach. Where Polanyi and others advocate that the analyst insert economic phenomena in society or some social structure, and explain them in this way, Tocqueville tried to explain economic phenomena by suggesting ways in which they are linked to other phenomena.

Rather than being exhaustive, one would, according to this way of approaching Tocqueville’s analysis of the economy, try to explain what kind of phenomena he linked together, and how he went about this task. For example, he used different concepts in this effort. He also linked similar economic phenomena to different non-economic phenomena, depending on, for example, if he was analyzing an aristocratic society or a democratic society. This way of summing up Tocqueville’s contribution to the analysis of economic phenomena is also attractive in that it is more in the spirit of emphasizing the element of thinking in his analysis. I will therefore proceed in this way.

Tocqueville, first of all, tried to link economic phenomena to institutions and mores. By the former he usually meant laws, while the meaning of mores is more complex. He roughly distinguished between three types of mores: values and emotions (“habits of the heart”), ways of the mind and public opinion (“habits of the mind”), and body routines and body techniques (“habits of the body”). While certain aspects of a phenomenon can also be explained by linking them to laws, according to Tocqueville, linking them to mores is, as a rule, a more powerful way to proceed.

In The Old Regime Tocqueville argues that agriculture had failed to develop in pre-revolutionary France and remained on a primitive level. The main reason for this was that the aristocrats had abandoned their landed properties in the countryside for life in the cities and at Versailles. This left them with little knowledge about agriculture and how to improve it (habits of the mind). The French peasants, in contrast, had a passionate love for their land (habits of the heart), which had the effect, among other things, of raising the price of land.

In Democracy in America Tocqueville linked the emergence of a new type of property—“industrial property”—to the habits of the body as well as to the habits of the mind. Industry brutalized the bodies of workers and it narrowed their horizons, while it made the owners powerful as well as knowledgeable and alert. In his essays on pauperism Tocqueville suggested some new laws or institutions for how to handle industrial property that would be more in harmony with the emerging mores.

The concept of class—which links the social and economic realms—was an integral part of the analysis in political economy during the nineteenth century. In The Old Regime Tocqueville discusses a situation in which classes were anchored in legislation (in the form of estates) and thus, for this very reason, tended to be stable and have clear boundaries. In democratic society, as exemplified by Democracy in America, Recollections, and other writings, classes are in contrast regulated only through mores— something that makes them more fluid and also harder to capture for the analyst.

People’s conception of what type of class they belonged to also influenced the possibility of social mobility, according to Tocqueville. He especially linked the category of hope to social mobility, and argued that it was much more the idea of being able to join the nobility than the actual chance of doing so that mattered to people. By not accepting any outsiders into its ranks, the French nobility created an unnecessary hostility toward its members, according to Tocqueville. In general, there was also much more mobility in a democratic society than in an aristocratic society. People were more hopeful about their future, and their hopes were more often fulfilled.

Tocqueville also paid quite a bit of attention to the role of taxation, especially in The Old Regime. In France before the Revolution, he argued, classes were separated or unlinked from each other very much through taxes. Different types of taxes were imposed on different classes and, as a result, there was little interaction between the classes and little social and economic empathy. The result was resentment and bitter hatred (habits of the heart).

One can also find a pioneering analysis of the role of organizations in Tocqueville’s work, economic as well as non-economic. By being active in, say, a political organization people developed the habit of being in an organization (habits of the mind). This habit made it easier for them to invest money in an economic organization; in this way, among others, Tocqueville linked political phenomena to economic phenomena.

Of Tocqueville’s many contributions to economic analysis, the one that is most unforgettable is the portrait in Democracy in America of entrepreneurship in the United States in the early 1800s. While a dynamic economy was not a goal for Tocqueville personally, one can nonetheless find the embryo of a theory of entrepreneurship in his work. To Tocqueville, entrepreneurship is not endogenous to the economy but closely linked to what happens in society as a whole, especially in its mores. Americans were entrepreneurial because of their restlessness, love for risk-taking, and economic courage.

These were all habits of the heart, according to Tocqueville, rather than habits of the mind. But he also linked habits of the body to entrepreneurship, especially via the growing appreciation for comfort in democratic society. The need for comfort could only be satisfied through mass production of consumer goods, Tocqueville argued, which in turn necessitated heavy investments and entrepreneurship.

Since mores are essentially defined as habits by Tocqueville, his theory of entrepreneurship is social rather than individualistic in nature. It differs in other words from that of Schumpeter, for whom entrepreneurship is embodied in the creative and unique individual. To Tocqueville, entrepreneurship is deeply dependent on the whole culture of a country—and the U.S. culture was decidedly “commercial.”

The way that commerce was dominating U.S. society and culture explains to some extent why Tocqueville’s method of linking economic to non-economic phenomena came to such a successful expression in Democracy in America. Economic and non-economic phenomena were intimately linked throughout U.S. society, thanks to its commercial culture, and Tocqueville’s synthetic approach was ideal for tracing these links.

The reason Tocqueville’s way of analyzing the economy also worked so well in The Old Regime is quite different. In pre-capitalistic societies, the political, economic, and religious functions of society are typically mixed together. This means that in order to explain some economic phenomenon, you often have to refer to the political situation, the role of religion, and so on. Again, the meaning and existence of an economic phenomenon is linked to some non-economic meaning.

At this point it should also be clear that according to Tocqueville phenomena can be linked to each other in different ways. There are strong links and weak links; and there are links that are causes, while others are closer to correlation. Some links demand direct contact between people, while others depend more on language and meaning.

One can also find the beginnings of a political economy of freedom in Tocqueville’s work. Liberty, he often suggested, is closely linked to prosperity. Liberty leads to prosperity, according to Tocqueville, but it cannot be used for this purpose in an instrumental way. Liberty was not a habit of the mind, in other words, but a habit of the heart. It was something you felt; and from the perspective of freedom, prosperity could only be an unintended consequence.

Tocqueville never succeeded in laying bare the exact mechanism that links freedom to prosperity. It seemed clear to him, however, that when a free people becomes exclusively interested in moneymaking and sets liberty to the side (“individualism”), the result has to be economic decline in the long run. The way to get liberty—and prosperity—back was to get people politically involved. And the most effective way of doing this was to have people cooperate with one another in local political bodies. These organizational activities had a healthy effect in themselves; there were also, as we know, positive spillovers from political organizations to economic organizations.

There is one last feature of Tocqueville’s analysis of economic phenomena that deserves to be mentioned. It has to do with the causal priority that Tocqueville assigns to mores over institutions, including economic mores over economic institutions. This is a consistent feature in Tocqueville’s analysis; it can be found as much in Democracy in America as in The Old Regime. One reason why his stance on this point is worth emphasizing is that it runs counter to the current conviction in the social sciences that institutions are more important than norms (or mores) for explaining what happens in society. While it is correct that Tocqueville has a considerably more narrow concept of institutions than what is common today (since he limited it to laws), the difference between his position and that of today’s social scientists is still significant.

Since this is an important point, it is worth citing a long statement on this particular issue from a letter Tocqueville wrote a few years before his death. What comes out very clearly in this passage is not only that mores trump institutions but also that the analyst, by taking this position, is better able to address the complexity of social life:


You say that institutions are only half my subject. I go farther than you, and I say that they are not even half. You know my ideas well enough to know that I accord institutions only a secondary influence on the destiny of men. Would to God I believed more in the omnipotence of institutions! I would have more hope for our future, because by chance we might, someday, stumble onto the precious piece of paper that knew the recipe for all wrongs, or on the man who knew the recipe. But, alas, there is no such thing, and I am quite convinced that political societies are not what their laws make them, but what sentiments, beliefs, ideas, habits of the heart, and the spirit of the men who form them, prepare them in advance to be, as well as what nature and education have made them. If this truth does not emerge, at every turn, from my book [The Old Regime], if it does not induce the readers to reflect, in this way, unceasingly on themselves, if it does not indicate at every instant, without ever having the pretense of instructing them, what are the sentiments, the ideas, the mores that alone can lead to public prosperity and liberty, what are the vices and errors that, on the other hand, divert them irresistibly from this, I will not have attained the principle and, as it were, unique goal that I have in view.4



Tocqueville’s emphasis in this passage on the priority of “sentiments, beliefs, ideas, habits of the heart, and the spirit of the men who form them” brings us back one last time to the key difference between Mill and Tocqueville. While Mill, as we know, advocated a strategy of going inside economic phenomena in order to find their essence, Tocqueville proceeded in a different way. For Tocqueville, the analyst should try to link the existence and meaning of a phenomenon to what was outside of it, and in this way try to explain it. Following Kant, this approach can be called synthetic (as opposed to analytic); and it would seem to be well suited to analyze the type of dynamic capitalist society that exists today. One reason for this is that capitalism produces an ever-expanding movement outward that constantly links or connects economic action to new non-economic phenomena. Through its emphasis on change and innovation, capitalism also produces a reality that tends to prioritize mores over laws.

• • •

In this book I have tried to follow Tocqueville’s ideas and thoughts about the economy as they developed during the course of his life, and the time has now come to take leave of Tocqueville. The greatness of Tocqueville, I have tried to show, is to be found more in his way of thinking than in his method and in his writings—in what happened before he settled on what he considered to be the correct solution to some problem. Creativity is not found only in the correct solution to a problem or in some great moment of intuition but also in the process that precedes the decision to settle on a specific solution.5

There is naturally an elusive quality to Tocqueville’s way of thinking, which makes it very difficult to get access to it, just as it is difficult to get access to anybody’s thinking (including one’s own).6 But this does not detract from its importance; it only makes it harder to study it.7 In addition, Tocqueville’s thinking was closely dependent on an interaction with reality, in the sense that he had to get data for his thinking; and this has left traces that can be analyzed.

By ignoring the issue of thinking, and by focusing too much on the final result, one may also become guilty of what may be called the fallacy of looking at the correct answer: one attempts to understand the reasoning that leads to a solution by arguing back from the correct result, rather than proceeding in the opposite direction. Reverse engineering has more to say about the way that a product is put together than about the thinking that produced it.

An emphasis on thinking, rather than on the result of thought, also has important implications for the way the analysis should be carried out. One of these is that the success of a study is judged more by the thinking it inspires among its readers than by its capacity to present them with a solution to a problem once and for all.



The end of Tocqueville’s thinking came about in the following way. Tocqueville had at some point in his adult life contracted tuberculosis, and the illness ate away at his body and capacity to work and think till he died in the spring of 1859. The final struggle began a year earlier, in April1858, when he became so ill that he had to give up serious research. He spent the winter of 1858–59 in Cannes, in the hope that it would improve his health. But this did not happen; Tocqueville only got worse.

In November 1858 he wrote to Beaumont that there was no point in sending him the books he had ordered for his research because he was too sick to concentrate: “Any book that demands true mental work is for the moment a useless object.”8 Told by his doctor that he must not work, Tocqueville wrote a few weeks later to his friend that his mind was racing while he lay awake at night. To make the time pass, he analyzed and reanalyzed Ireland, a topic that Beaumont was working on at the time: “By the time I finally fall asleep I have written an excellent book of 150 pages.”9

But even if his “mania to find the reason for everything” remained intact, Tocqueville got worse.10 “It is out of the question to use my mind in any serious way,” he wrote to Beaumont on December 7.11 By February 1859 Tocqueville could not write regular letters, only notes.12 Two months later he complained that he could listen for only short periods when people read aloud to him. Toward the end Tocqueville could talk a little, in a low voice, but that was all.

Tocqueville died early in the evening of April 16, 1859, surrounded by friends and family. He was buried in the cemetery of the village where his château is situated. The inscription on his gravestone reads: “Here rests Alexis de Tocqueville. Born February 24, 1805. Died April 16, 1859.”



Scripta manent

What remains today of Tocqueville are his thoughts—in his books, letters, and notes. In a sense this is symbolic since thinking represents the essence of Tocqueville. In his “Memoir of Alexis de Tocqueville,” Beaumont writes as follows about his friend:


There was no one whom Tocqueville studied with more perseverance and interest than Pascal. The two minds were made for one another. The duty of constant thought imposed on his reader by Pascal was a charmto Tocqueville. He perhaps owes to this predilection the only blame to which he has exposed himself, to that of giving his reader no rest.13

• • •


All our dignity consists in thought. It is on thought that we must depend for our recovery, not on space and time, which we could never fill. Let us then strive to think well; that is the basic principle of morality.

—PASCAL, Pensées
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JAppendiz.—Penitentiary of Philadelphia. 193

two first months, I was near fulling into despair. But reading and

labour have gradually comforted me.

“This prisoner s been twenty months here. Health excellont.
62.—A well cducated man, thirty-two years old. He was

a h .
psg;.my confinement seems to have made a profound impres-
sion upon this young man. He speaks of the first time of his im-
prisonment with Horror; the remembrance makes him weep.
During two months, he says, he was in despair; but time has al-
leviated his situation. At present, he is resigned to his fate,
‘however austere it may be. He was allowed to do nothing ; but
idleness is so horrid, that he nevertheless always works. As he
knew no mechanic art, he occupies himself with cutting leather
for the shoemakers in the prison. His greatest grief is not to
be allowed to communicate with his family. He ended the con-
versation by saying: Solitary confinement is very painful, but
T nevertheless consider it as an institution eminently useful for
society.

Health good. He does not complain of the physical part of
the discipline to which he is subject.

No. 4.—Age twenty years; has been imprisoned already once
in Walnut street. He ascribes his relapse to the pernicious in-
fluence of that prison. *We are here much happier,” he says;
“not that the discipline of the penitentiary is mild ; far from it;
the first days, particularly, are horrid; I believed despair would
kill me. Yet T have never been ill, though I have been here
now for two years.”

No. 35.—This prisoner is above eighty. When we entered
he was reading his Bible.

No. 73.—A. negro woman, twenty years of age, in relapse.
She says the penitentiary is very superior to Walnut street pri-
son.

Ques. Why so?

vIns. Because it makes one think. She has been seven months
here ; health very good.

No. 63.—Twenty-three years old; sentenced to thirteen
months imprisonment for fornication.* Has been here nine
‘months ; health excellent.  His dispositions scem good. He con-
gratulates himself on having been imprisoned in this penitentiary.

No. 6.—Has been two years in this prison; arrived here unc
well; and his health has been re-established in the cell.

No. 69.—Thirty years old ; convicted of theft; has been five
months in prison; health apparently very good, but his mind
dejected. I do not believe,” he says, “that T ever shall leave

* So1n the original. This must be a misiake. Qu.? adullery '—Taaxs.
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“If a writer be conscious that to gain a reception for his favourite doctrine he must
combat with certain elements of opposition, in the taste, or the pride, or the indo-
lence of those whom he is addressing, this will only serve to make him the more
importunate. There is a difference between such truths as are merely of a speculative
nature and such as are allied with practice and moral fesling. With the former all
repetition may be often superfivous ; with the latter it may just be by carnest repeti~
tion, that their influence comes to be thoroughly established over the mind of an
inquirer.”—CHALMERS.

J

It is one of the most melancholy reflections of the pre-
sent day, that while wealth and capital have been rapidly
increasing, while science and art have been working the
most surprising miracles in aid of the human family, and
while morality, intelligence, and civilization have been
rapidly extending on all hands ;—that at this time, the
great material interests of the higher and middle classes,
and the physical condition of the labouring and industrial
classes, are more and more marked by characters of un-
certainty and insecurity. In vain has the hand of ArT
(led on and guided by a complete glare of SciENCE,
aided by INpUsTRY of unsurpassed intelligence and
perseverance, nurtured and fertilized by CapiTaL
almost- without limit) developed the resources of the
human mind and the material creation in a manner
which has at once astonished and exalted the world ;—in
vain have all parts of the earth been brought nearer
and nearer to us ;—our Indian territory within forty days’
journey, the great American continent within ten days’
sail, our continental neighbours and every part of our
own country separated only by a brief space of a few
hours;—in vain the producers and consumers of the
whole world, the administrators of mutual wants,
the encouragers of mutual industries, have been
brought in easy and close collision and contact, and
thus facilitated the supply of every want, and the de-
mand for every exertion of human skill and industry;—
in vain do we acknowledge all these unequalled and
undoubted elements of national prosperity: for at “this
moment the whole country—every interest without ex-
ception, — the owner and 6ccupier of the soil, the
explorer of our great mineral world, the manufacturer
who gives form, shape, and utility to the produce of
nature, the artisan, the labourer of every description,
the merchant and shipowner (the great links of ex~

ge), and the capitalist who facilitates the opera-
tions of all,—every one of these interests stand at this
moment CONFESSEDLY in a condition of the most unpre-
cedented depression, anxiety, and uneasiness, And
what rather adds to this anomaly than in any way
accounts for it, is, that our population has been rapidly
increasing, not only in numbers, but also in great skill
and productive ability.

But while Art, Science, Intelligence, and Enter-
prise have been thus -engaged the last half century
in behalf of our country and the human race, in what
manner has legislation been occupied? Let cool and
calm deliberation determine this question. In the
early part of that period the little time which could be
spared by the legislature from the excitement of political
strife, the struggle for political power and place, was
occupied with the stirring events attendant on the long
and continued wars in which we were engaged, and the
principles of commercial and industrial legislation at-
tracted little of its attention. Under such circumstances
it was not difficult for those interests who possessed great
political influence to obtain enactments which they sup-
posed would be beneficial to themselves. Unfortunately,
however, both governments, and classes, and individuals
have been too apt to conclude that their benefit could
be secured by a policy injurious to others; and too
often the benefit proposed has even been measured by
the injury to be inflicted: hence all the laws which
were framed under this influence had a tendency to
raise up barriers to intercourse, jealousies, animosities,
and heartburnings between individuals and classes in this
country, and again between this country and all others;
and thus, under the plea of protecting individuals or
classes against each other, and the whole against other
countries, was the system of COMMERCIAL RESTRICTION
completed by the enactment of the corn and provision
laws, passed in 1815; amid the utter forgetfulness on
the part of the legislature, that it had no power or pri~
vilege which could enable it to confer a favour or wealth
on any one part of the community, without abstracting
as much from others; in fact, that it possessed no in-
herent source of productiveness which could enable it
to be generous.

I The policy of England, always, but especially at this
particular time, looked up to by all the world as the
highway to greatness, was eagerly followed in her com=:
mercial regulations by other ‘countries ; navigation
laws, hostile tariffs, prohibition of English manufactures,
were resorted to by other governments, each ina way ac-
cording to the notions they had of their own interets, in

imitation of, or opposition to, the policy of England:
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Appendiz.—Financial Division. 279

Ezpense.

— OF SUPPORT.
§ 2.—ExPENSE g Produce.

The Statistic Tables which follow, are but the very succinct resumé of an im-
mense labour, which we have undergone on the financial situation of the pri-
sons of America, and the extent of which itself prevents us from giving it here.
We can, however, assure the reader, that not one of our numbers is given with-
out being founded on official documents. All justificatory papers have been de-
posited with the Minister of Commerce and Public Works.

FINANCIAL SITUATION OF AUBURN.

Year 1825—386 Prisoners (average).

Expenses of the prison, - - - $24,275 92
Produce of labour, - - - - 13,976 10
Balance against the prison, - - - 10,299 82

Year 1826—433 Prisoners (average).

Expenses of the prison, - - - #30,736 05
Produce of labour, - - - - 20,522 13
Balance against the prison, - - - 10,213 92

Year 1827—476 Prisoners (average).

Expenses of the prison, - - - $36,543 91

Produce of labour, - - - - 25,191 17

Balance against the prison, - - - 11,352 74
Year 1828—547 Prisoners (average).

Expenses of the prison, - - - $33,571 84

Produce of labour, - - - - 33,460 56

Balance against the prison, - - - 111 28

Year 1829—604 Prisoners (average).

Expenses of the prison, - - - $38,200 80
Produce of labour, - - - - 34,056 17

Balance against the prison, - - - 4,144 63
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