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Author’s Preface

TO THE SECOND PART

Txe Americans have a democratic state of society, which has nat-
urally suggeste& to them certain laws and certain political man-
ners, It has also created in their minds many feelings and opinions
which were unknown in the old aristocratic societies of Europe. It
has destroyed or modified the old relations of men to one another
and has established new ones. The aspect of civil society has been
as much altered as the face of the political world.

I have treated of the former subject in the work which I pub-
lished, five years ago, on American Democracy; the latter is the
object of the present book. These two Parts complete each other
and form but a single work.

But I must warn the reader immediately against an error that
would be very prejudicial to me. Because I attribute so many dif-
ferent effects to the principle of equality, it might be inferred that
I consider this principle as the only cause of everything that takes
place in our day. This would be attributing to me a very narrow
view of things.

A multitude of the opinions, sentiments, and instincts that be-
long to our times owe their origin to circumstances that have noth-
ing to do with the principle of equality or are even hostile to it.
Thus, taking the United States for example, I could easily prove
that the nature of the country, the origin of its inhabitants, the re-
ligion of the early settlers, their acquired knowledge, their previ-

ous habits, have exercised, and still do exercise, independently of
D
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democracy, an immense influence upon their modes of thought
and feeling. Other causes, equally independent of the principle of
equality, would be found in Europe and would explain much of
what is passing there.

I recognize the existence and the efficiency of all these various
causes; but my subject does not lead me to speak of them. I have
not undertaken to point out the origin and nature of all our in-
clinations and all our ideas; I have only endeavored to show how
far both of them are affected by the equality of men’s conditions.

As I am firmly convinced that the democratic revolution which
we are now beholding is an irresistible fact, against which it would
be neither desirable nor prudent to contend, some persons per-
haps may be surprised that, in the course of this book, I have of-
ten applied language of strong censure to the democratic com-
munities which this revolution has created. The simple reason is,
that precisely because I was not an opponent of democracy I
wished to speak of it with all sincerity. Men will not receive the
truth from their enemies, and it is very seldom offered to them by
their friends; on this very account I have frankly uttered it. I be-
lieved that many persons would take it upon themselves to inform
men of the benefits which they might hope to receive from the
establishment of equality, while very few would venture to point
out from afar the dangers with which it would be attended. It is
principally towards these dangers, therefore, that [ directed‘my
gaze; and, believing that I had clearly discerned what they are, |
it would have been cowardice to say nothing about them.

T 'hope the same impartiality will be found in this second work
which people seemed to observe in its predecessor. Placed be-
tween the conflicting opinions that divide my countrymen, I have

endeavored for the time to stifle in my own bosom the sympathy
vi
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or the aversion that I felt for either. If the readers of my book
find in it a single phrase intended to flatter either of the great par-
ties that have agitated our country, or any one of the petty fac-
tions that in our day harass and weaken it, let them raise their
voices and accuse me.

The subject that I wished to cover by my investigations is im-
mense, for it includes most of the feelings and opinions produced
by the new condition of the world’s affairs. Such a subject cer-
tainly exceeds my strength, and in the treatment of it I have not
been able to satisfy myself. But even if I could not attain the goal
towards which I strove, my readers will at least do me this justice,
that I conceived and pursued my enterprise in a spirit which

could make me worthy of succeeding.
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FIRST BOOK

INFLUENCE OF DEMOCRACY ON THE ACTION OF
INTELLECT IN THE UNITED STATES

Chapter 1
PHILOSOPHICAL METHOD OF THE AMERICANS

I THINK that in no country in the civilized world is less attention
paid to philosophy than in the United States. The Americans
have no philosophical school of their own, and they care but
little for all the schools into which Europe is divided, the very
names of which are scarcely known to them.

Yet it is easy to perceive that almost all the inhabitants of the
United States use their minds in the same manner, and direct them
according to the same rules; that is to say, without ever having
taken the trouble to define the rules, they have a philosophical
method common to the whole people.

To evade the bondage of system and habit, of family maxims,
class opinions, and, in some degree, of national prejudices; to ac-
cept tradition only as a means of information, and existing facts
only as a lesson to be used in doing otherwise and doing better;
to seek the reason of things for oneself, and in oneself alone; to
tend to results without being bound to means, and to strike
through the form to the substance — such are the principal char-
acteristics of what I shall call the philosophical method of the
Americans.

But if I go further and seek among these characteristics the
principal one, which includes almost all the rest, I discover that
in most of the operations of the mind each American appeals only
to the individual effort of his own understanding.

_ America is therefore one of the countries where the precepts of
Descartes are least studied and are best applied. Nor is this sur-
prising. The Americans do not read the works of Descartes, be-
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cause their social condition deters them from speculative studies;
but they follow his maxims, because this same social condition
naturally disposes their minds to adopt them.

In the midst of the continual movement that agitates a demo-
cratic community, the tie that unites one generation to another is
relaxed or broken; every man there readily loses all trace of the
ideas of his forefathers or takes no care about them.

Men living in this state of society cannot derive their belief from
the opinions of the class to which they belong; for, so to speak,
there are no longer any classes, or those which still exist are com-
posed of such mobile elements that the body can never exercise
any real control over its members.

As to the influence which the intellect of one man may have on
that of another, it must necessarily be very limited in a country
where the citizens, placed on an equal footing, are all closely seen
by one another; and where, as no signs of incontestable greatness
or superiority are perceived in any one of them, they are con-
stantly brought back to their own reason as the most obvious and
proximate source of truth. It is not only confidence in this or that
man which is destroyed, but the disposition to trust the authority
of any man whatsoever. Everyone shuts himself up tightly within
himself and insists upon judging the world from there.

The practice of Americans leads their minds to other habits, to
fixing the standard of their judgment in themselves alone. As they
perceive that they succeed in resolving without assistance all the
little difficulties which their practical life presents, they readily
conclude that everything in the world may be explained, and that
nothing in it transcends the limits of the understanding. Thus they
fall to denying what they cannot comprehend; which leaves them
but little faith for whatever is extraordinary and an almost insur-
mountable distaste for whatever is supernatural: As it is on their
own testimony that they are accustomed to rely, they like to dis-
cern the object which engages their attention with extreme clear-
ness; they therefore strip off as much as possible all that covers it;
they rid themselves of whatever separates them from it, they re-
move whatever conceals it from sight, in order to view it more
closely and in the broad light of day. This disposition of mind soon
leads them to condemn forms, which they regard as useless and
inconvenient veils placed between them and the truth.

The Americans, then, have found no need of drawing philo-
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sophical method out of books; they have found it in themselves.
The same thing may be remarked in what has taken place in
Europe. This same method has only been established and made
popular in Europe in proportion as the condition of society has be-
come more equal and men have grown more like one another. Let
us consider for a moment the connection of the periods in which
this change may be traced.

In the sixteenth century reformers subjected some of the dog-
mas of the ancient faith to the scrutiny of private judgment;
but they still withheld it from the discussion of all the rest. In the
seventeenth century Bacon in the natural sciences and Descartes
in philosophy properly so called abolished received formulas, de-
stroyed the empire of tradition, and overthrew the authority of
the schools. The philosophers of the eighteenth century, general-
izing at length on the same principle, undertook to submit to the
private judgment of each man all the objects of his belief.

Who does not perceive that Luther, Descartes, and Voltaire em-
ployed the same method, and that they differed only in the greater
or less use which they professed should be made of it? Why did
the reformers confine themselves so closely within the circle of re-
ligious ideas? Why did Descartes, choosing to apply his method
only to certain matters, though he had made it fit to be applied to
all, declare that men might judge for themselves in matters phllo-
sophical, but not in matters political? How did it happen that in
the eighteenth century those general applications were all at once
drawn from this same method, which Descartes and his predeces-
sors either had not perceived or had rejected? To what, lastly, is
the fact to be attributed that at this period the method we are
speaking of suddenly emerged from the schools, to penetrate into
society and become the common standard of intelligence; and
that after it had become popular among the French, it was osten-
sibly adopted or secretly followed by all the nations of Europe?

The philosophical method here designated may have been borm
in the sixteenth century; it may have been more accurately defined
and more extensively applied in the seventeenth; but neither in the
one nor in the other could it be commonly adopted. Political laws,
the condition of society, and the habits of mind that are derived
from these causes were as yet opposed to it.

It was discovered at a time when men were begmnmg to equal-
ize and assimilate their conditions. It could be generally followed

3
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only in ages when those conditions had at length become nearly
equal and men neatly alike.

The philosophical method of the eighteenth century, then, is
not only French, but democratic; and this explains why it was so
readily admitted throughout Europe, where it has contributed so
powerfully to change the face of society. It is not because the
French have changed their former opinions and altered their for-
mer manners that they have convulsed the world, but because
 they were the first to generalize and bring to light a philosophical
method by the aid of which it became easy to attack all that was
old and to open a path to all that was new.

If it be asked why at the present day this same method is more
rigorously followed and more frequently applied by the French
than by the Americans, although the principle of equality is no
less complete and of more ancient date among the latter people,
the fact may be attributed to two circumstances, which it is first
essential to have clearly understood.

It must never be forgotten that religion gave birth to Anglo-
American society. In the United States, religion is therefore min-
gled with all the habits of the nation and all the feelings of patri-
otism, whence it derives a peculiar force. To this reason another
of no less power may be added: in America religion has, as it
were, laid down its own limits. Religious institutions have re-
mained wholly distinct from political institutions, so that former
laws have been easily changed while former belief has remained
unshaken. Christianity has therefore retained a strong hold on the
public mind in America; and I would more particularly remark
that its sway is not only that of a philosophical doctrine which has
been adopted upon inquiry, but of a religion which is believed
without discussion. In the United States, Christian sects are in-
finitely diversified and perpetually modified; but Christianity it-
self is an established and irresistible fact, which no one undertakes
either to attack or to defend. The Americans, having admitted the
principal doctrines of the Christian religion without inquiry, are
obliged to accept in like manner a great number of moral truths
originating in it and connected with it. Hence the activity of in-
dividual analysis is restrained within narrow limits, and many of
the most important of human opinions are removed from its in-
fluence. ' '

The second circumstance to which I have alluded is that the so-

6
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cial condition and the Constitution of the Americans are demo-
cratic, but they have not had a democratic revolution. They
arrived on the soil they occupy in nearly the condition in which
we see them at the present day; and this is of considerable im-
portance. )

There are no revolutions that do not shake existing belief, en-
ervate authority, and throw doubts over commonly received ideas.
Every revolution has more or less the effect of releasing men to
their own conduct and of opening before the mind of each one of
them an almost limitless perspective. When equality of conditions
succeeds a protracted conflict between the different classes of
which the elder society was composed, envy, hatred, and unchar-
itableness, pride and exaggerated self-confidence seize upon the
human heart, and plant their sway in it for a time. This, independ-
ently of equality itself, tends powerfully to divide men, to lead
them to mistrust the judgment of one another, and to seek the light
of truth nowhere but in themselves. Everyone then attempts to be
his own sufficient guide and makes it his boast to form his own
opinions on all subjects. Men are no longer bound together by
ideas, but by interests; and it would seem as if human opinions
were reduced to a sort of intellectual dust, scattered on every
side, unable to collect, unable to cohere.

Thus that independence of mind which equality supposes to ex-
ist is never so great, never appears so excessive, as at the time
when equality is beginning to establish itself and in the course of
that painful labor by which it is established. That sort of intellec-
tual freedom which equality may give ought, therefore, to be very
carefully distinguished from the anarchy which revolution brings.
Each of these two things must be separately considered in order
not to conceive exaggerated hopes or fears of the future.

I believe that the men who will live under the new forms of so-
ciety will make frequent use of their private judgment, but I am
far from thinking that they will often abuse it. This is attributable
to a cause which is more generally applicable to democratic
countries, and which, in the long run, must restrain, within fixed
and sometimes narrow limits, individual freedom of thought.

I shall proceed to point out this cause in the next chapter.



