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Chapter VIII 

 
 

HOW EQUALITY SUGGESTS TO THE AMERICANS 

THE IDEA OF THE INDEFINITE 

PERFECTABILITY OF MAN  

EQUALITY suggests to the human mind several ideas that would not have originated from any 

other source, and it modifies almost all those previously entertained. I take as an example the 

idea of human perfectibility, because it is one of the principal notions that the intellect can 

conceive and because it constitutes of itself a great philosophical theory, which is everywhere to 

be traced by its consequences in the conduct of human affairs. 

Although man has many points of resemblance with the brutes, one trait is peculiar to himself: he 

improves; they are incapable of improvement. Mankind could not fail to discover this difference 

from the beginning. The idea of perfectibility is therefore as old as the world; equality did not 

give birth to it, but has imparted to it a new character. 

When the citizens of a community are classed according to rank, profession, or birth and when 

all men are forced to follow the career which chance has opened before them, everyone thinks 

that the utmost limits of human power are to be discerned in proximity to himself, and no one 

seeks any longer to resist the inevitable law of his destiny. Not, indeed, that an aristocratic 

people absolutely deny man's faculty of self-improvement, but they do not hold it to be 

indefinite; they can conceive amelioration, but not change: they imagine that the future condition 

of society may be better, but not essentially different; and, while they admit that humanity has 

made progress and may still have some to make, they assign to it beforehand certain impassable 

limits. 

Thus they do not presume that they have arrived at the supreme good or at absolute truth (what 

people or what man was ever wild enough to imagine it? ), but they cherish an opinion that they 

have pretty nearly reached that degree of greatness and knowledge which our imperfect nature 

admits of; and as nothing moves about them, they are willing to fancy that everything is in its fit 
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place. Then it is that the legislator affects to lay down eternal laws; that kings and nations will 

raise none but imperishable monuments; and that the present generation undertakes to spare 

generations to come the care of regulating their destinies. 

In proportion as castes disappear and the classes of society draw together, as manners, customs, 

and laws vary, because of the tumultuous intercourse of men, as new facts arise, as new truths 

are brought to light, as ancient opinions are dissipated and others take their place, the image of 

an ideal but always fugitive perfection presents itself to the human mind. Continual changes are 

then every instant occurring under the observation of every man; the position of some is rendered 

worse, and he learns but too well that no people and no individual, however enlightened they 

may be, can lay claim to infallibility; the condition of others is improved, whence he infers that 

man is endowed with an indefinite faculty for improvement. His reverses teach him that none 

have discovered absolute good; his success stimulates him to the never ending pursuit of it. Thus, 

forever seeking, forever falling to rise again, often disappointed, but not discouraged, he tends 

unceasingly towards that unmeasured greatness so indistinctly visible at the end of the long track 

which humanity has yet to tread. 

It can hardly be believed how many facts naturally flow from the philosophical theory of the 

indefinite perfectibility of man or how strong an influence it exercises even on those who, living 

entirely for the purposes of action and not of thought, seem to conform their actions to it without 

knowing anything about it. 

I accost an American sailor and inquire why the ships of his country are built so as to last for 

only a short time, he answers without hesitation that the art of navigation is every day making 

such rapid progress that the finest vessel would become almost useless if it lasted beyond a few 

years. In these words, which fell accidentally, and on a particular subject, from an uninstructed 

man, I recognize the general and systematic idea upon which a great people direct all their 

concerns. Aristocratic nations are naturally too liable to narrow the scope of human 

perfectibility; democratic nations, to expand it beyond reason.  

 

SECOND BOOK 

INFLUENCE OF DEMOCRACY ON THE FEELINGS 

OF THE AMERICANS 

 

Chapter I 

 
 

WHY DEMOCRATIC NATIONS SHOW 

A MORE ARDENT AND ENDURING LOVE 

OF EQUALITY THAN OF LIBERTY 



The first and most intense passion that is produced by equality of condition is, I need hardly say, 

the love of that equality. My readers will therefore not be surprised that I speak of this feeling 

before all others. 

Everybody has remarked that in our time, and especially in France, this passion for equality is 

every day gaining ground in the human heart. It has been said a hundred times that our 

contemporaries are far more ardently and tenaciously attached to equality than to freedom; but as 

I do not find that the causes of the fact have been sufficiently analyzed, I shall endeavor to point 

them out. 

It is possible to imagine an extreme point at which freedom and equality would meet and blend. 

Let us suppose that all the people take a part in the government, and that each one of them has an 

equal right to take a part in it. As no one is different from his fellows, none can exercise a 

tyrannical power; men will be perfectly free because they are all entirely equal; and they will all 

be perfectly equal because they are entirely free. To this ideal state democratic nations tend. This 

is the only complete form that equality can assume upon earth; but there are a thousand others 

which, without being equally perfect, are not less cherished by those nations. 

The principle of equality may be established in civil society without prevailing in the political 

world. There may be equal rights of indulging in the same pleasures, of entering the same 

professions, of frequenting the same places; in a word, of living in the same manner and seeking 

wealth by the same means, although all men do not take an equal share in the government. A 

kind of equality may even be established in the political world though there should be no 

political freedom there. A man may be the equal of all his countrymen save one, who is the 

master of all without distinction and who selects equally from among them all the agents of his 

power. Several other combinations might be easily imagined by which very great equality would 

be united to institutions more or less free or even to institutions wholly without freedom. 

Although men cannot become absolutely equal unless they are entirely free, and consequently 

equality, pushed to its furthest extent, may be confounded with freedom, yet there is good reason 

for distinguishing the one from the other. The taste which men have for liberty and that which 

they feel for equality are, in fact, two different things; and I am not afraid to add that among 

democratic nations they are two unequal things. 

Upon close inspection it will be seen that there is in every age some peculiar and preponderant 

fact with which all others are connected; this fact almost always gives birth to some pregnant 

idea or some ruling passion, which attracts to itself and bears away in its course all the feelings 

and opinions of the time; it is like a great stream towards which each of the neighboring rivulets 

seems to flow. 

Freedom has appeared in the world at different times and under various forms; it has not been 

exclusively bound to any social condition, and it is not confined to democracies. Freedom 

cannot, therefore, form the distinguishing characteristic of democratic ages. The peculiar and 

preponderant fact that marks those ages as its own is the equality of condition; the ruling passion 

of men in those periods is the love of this equality. Do not ask what singular charm the men of 

democratic ages find in being equal, or what special reasons they may have for clinging so 



tenaciously to equality rather than to the other advantages that society holds out to them: equality 

is the distinguishing characteristic of the age they live in; that of itself is enough to explain that 

they prefer it to all the rest. 

But independently of this reason there are several others which will at all times habitually lead 

men to prefer equality to freedom. 

If a people could ever succeed in destroying, or even in diminishing, the equality that prevails in 

its own body, they could do so only by long and laborious efforts. Their social condition must be 

modified, their laws abolished, their opinions superseded, their habits changed, their manners 

corrupted. But political liberty is more easily lost; to neglect to hold it fast is to allow it to 

escape. Therefore not only do men cling to equality because it is dear to them; they also adhere 

to it because they think it will last forever. 

That political freedom in its excesses may compromise the tranquillity, the property, the lives of 

individuals is obvious even to narrow and unthinking minds. On the contrary, none but attentive 

and clear-sighted men perceive the perils with which equality threatens us, and they commonly 

avoid pointing them out. They know that the calamities they apprehend are remote and flatter 

themselves that they will only fall upon future generations, for which the present generation 

takes but little thought. The evils that freedom sometimes brings with it are immediate; they are 

apparent to all, and all are more or less affected by them. The evils that extreme equality may 

produce are slowly disclosed; they creep gradually into the social frame; they are seen only at 

intervals; and at the moment at which they become most violent, habit already causes them to be 

no longer felt. 

The advantages that freedom brings are shown only by the lapse of time, and it is always easy to 

mistake the cause in which they originate. The advantages of equality are immediate, and they 

may always be traced from their source. 

Political liberty bestows exalted pleasures from time to time upon a certain number of citizens. 

Equality every day confers a number of small enjoyments on every man. The charms of equality 

are every instant felt and are within the reach of all; the noblest hearts are not insensible to them, 

and the most vulgar souls exult in them. The passion that equality creates must therefore be at 

once strong and general. Men cannot enjoy political liberty unpurchased by some sacrifices, and 

they never obtain it without great exertions. But the pleasures of equality are self-proffered; each 

of the petty incidents of life seems to occasion them, and in order to taste them, nothing is 

required but to live. 

Democratic nations are at all times fond of equality, but there are certain epochs at which the 

passion they entertain for it swells to the height of fury. This occurs at the moment when the old 

social system, long menaced, is overthrown after a severe internal struggle, and the barriers of 

rank are at length thrown down. At such times men pounce upon equality as their booty, and they 

cling to it as to some precious treasure which they fear to lose. The passion for equality 

penetrates on every side into men's hearts, expands there, and fills them entirely. Tell them not 

that by this blind surrender of themselves to an exclusive passion they risk their dearest interests; 



they are deaf. Show them not freedom escaping from their grasp while they are looking another 

way; they are blind, or rather they can discern but one object to be desired in the universe. 

What I have said is applicable to all democratic nations; what I am about to say concerns the 

French alone. Among most modern nations, and especially among all those of the continent of 

Europe, the taste and the idea of freedom began to exist and to be developed only at the time 

when social conditions were tending to equality and as a consequence of that very equality. 

Absolute kings were the most efficient levelers of ranks among their subjects. Among these 

nations equality preceded freedom; equality was therefore a fact of some standing when freedom 

was still a novelty; the one had already created customs, opinions, and laws belonging to it when 

the other, alone and for the first time, came into actual existence. Thus the latter was still only an 

affair of opinion and of taste while the former had already crept into the habits of the people, 

possessed itself of their manners, and given a particular turn to the smallest actions in their lives. 

Can it be wondered at that the men of our own time prefer the one to the other? 

I think that democratic communities have a natural taste for freedom; left to themselves, they 

will seek it, cherish it, and view any privation of it with regret. But for equality their passion is 

ardent, insatiable, incessant, invincible; they call for equality in freedom; and if they cannot 

obtain that, they still call for equality in slavery. They will endure poverty, servitude, barbarism, 

but they will not endure aristocracy. 

This is true at all times, and especially in our own day. All men and all powers seeking to cope 

with this irresistible passion will be overthrown and destroyed by it. In our age freedom cannot 

be established without it, and despotism itself cannot reign without its support.  

 

Chapter II 

 
 

OF INDIVIDUALISM 

IN DEMOCRATIC COUNTRIES 

I HAVE shown how it is that in ages of equality every man seeks for his opinions within himself; 

I am now to show how it is that in the same ages all his feelings are turned towards himself 

alone. Individualism is a novel expression, to which a novel idea has given birth. Our fathers 

were only acquainted with egoisme (selfishness). Selfishness is a passionate and exaggerated 

love of self, which leads a man to connect everything with himself and to prefer himself to 

everything in the world. Individualism is a mature and calm feeling, which disposes each 

member of the community to sever himself from the mass of his fellows and to draw apart with 

his family and his friends, so that after he has thus formed a little circle of his own, he willingly 

leaves society at large to itself. Selfishness originates in blind instinct; individualism proceeds 

from erroneous judgment more than from depraved feelings; it originates as much in deficiencies 

of mind as in perversity of heart. 



Selfishness blights the germ of all virtue; individualism, at first, only saps the virtues of public 

life; but in the long run it attacks and destroys all others and is at length absorbed in downright 

selfishness. Selfishness is a vice as old as the world, which does not belong to one form of 

society more than to another; individualism is of democratic origin, and it threatens to spread in 

the same ratio as the equality of condition. 

Among aristocratic nations, as families remain for centuries in the same condition, often on the 

same spot, all generations become, as it were, contemporaneous. A man almost always knows his 

forefathers and respects them; he thinks he already sees his remote descendants and he loves 

them. He willingly imposes duties on himself towards the former and the latter, and he will 

frequently sacrifice his personal gratifications to those who went before and to those who will 

come after him. Aristocratic institutions, moreover, have the effect of closely binding every man 

to several of his fellow citizens. As the classes of an aristocratic people are strongly marked and 

permanent, each of them is regarded by its own members as a sort of lesser country, more 

tangible and more cherished than the country at large. As in aristocratic communities all the 

citizens occupy fixed positions, one above another, the result is that each of them always sees a 

man above himself whose patronage is necessary to him, and below himself another man whose 

co-operation he may claim. Men living in aristocratic ages are therefore almost always closely 

attached to something placed out of their own sphere, and they are often disposed to forget 

themselves. It is true that in these ages the notion of human fellowship is faint and that men 

seldom think of sacrificing themselves for mankind; but they often sacrifice themselves for other 

men. In democratic times, on the contrary, when the duties of each individual to the race are 

much more clear, devoted service to any one man becomes more rare; the bond of human 

affection is extended, but it is relaxed. 

Among democratic nations new families are constantly springing up, others are constantly falling 

away, and all that remain change their condition; the woof of time is every instant broken and the 

track of generations effaced. Those who went before are soon forgotten; of those who will come 

after, no one has any idea: the interest of man is confined to those in close propinquity to 

himself. As each class gradually approaches others and mingles with them, its members become 

undifferentiated and lose their class identity for each other. Aristocracy had made a chain of all 

the members of the community, from the peasant to the king; democracy breaks that chain and 

severs every link of it. 

As social conditions become more equal, the number of persons increases who, although they are 

neither rich nor powerful enough to exercise any great influence over their fellows, have 

nevertheless acquired or retained sufficient education and fortune to satisfy their own wants. 

They owe nothing to any man, they expect nothing from any man; they acquire the habit of 

always considering themselves as standing alone, and they are apt to imagine that their whole 

destiny is in their own hands. 

Thus not only does democracy make every man forget his ancestors, but it hides his descendants 

and separates his contemporaries from him; it throws him back forever upon himself alone and 

threatens in the end to confine him entirely within the solitude of his own heart. 

 



Chapter IV 

 
 

THAT THE AMERICANS COMBAT THE EFFECTS 

OF INDIVIDUALISM BY FREE INSTITUTIONS  

DESPOTISM which by its nature is suspicious, sees in the separation among men the surest 

guarantee of its continuance, and it usually makes every effort to keep them separate. No vice of 

the human heart is so acceptable to it as selfishness: a despot easily forgives his subjects for not 

loving him, provided they do not love one another. He does not ask them to assist him in 

governing the state; it is enough that they do not aspire to govern it themselves. He stigmatizes as 

turbulent and unruly spirits those who would combine their exertions to promote the prosperity 

of the community; and, perverting the natural meaning of words, he applauds as good citizens 

those who have no sympathy for any but themselves. 

Thus the vices which despotism produces are precisely those which equality fosters. These two 

things perniciously complete and assist each other. Equality places men side by side, 

unconnected by any common tie; despotism raises barriers to keep them asunder; the former 

predisposes them not to consider their fellow creatures, the latter makes general indifference a 

sort of public virtue. 

Despotism, then, which is at all times dangerous, is more particularly to be feared in democratic 

ages. It is easy to see that in those same ages men stand most in need of freedom. When the 

members of a community are forced to attend to public affairs, they are necessarily drawn from 

the circle of their own interests and snatched at times from self-observation. As soon as a man 

begins to treat of public affairs in public, he begins to perceive that he is not so independent of 

his fellow men as he had at first imagined, and that in order to obtain their support he must often 

lend them his co-operation. 

When the public govern, there is no man who does not feel the value of public goodwill or who 

does not endeavor to court it by drawing to himself the esteem and affection of those among 

whom he is to live. Many of the passions which congeal and keep asunder human hearts are then 

obliged to retire and hide below the surface. Pride must be dissembled; disdain dares not break 

out; selfishness fears its own self. Under a free government, as most public offices are elective, 

the men whose elevated minds or aspiring hopes are too closely circumscribed in private life 

constantly feel that they cannot do without the people who surround them. Men learn at such 

times to think of their fellow men from ambitious motives; and they frequently find it, in a 

manner, their interest to forget themselves. 

I may here be met by an objection derived from electioneering, intrigues, the meanness of 

candidates, and the calumnies of their opponents. These are occasions of enmity which occur the 

oftener the more frequent elections become. Such evils are doubtless great, but they are transient; 

whereas the benefits that attend them remain. The desire of being elected may lead some men for 

a time to violent hostility; but this same desire leads all men in the long run to support each 

other; and if it happens that an election accidentally severs two friends, the electoral system 



brings a multitude of citizens permanently together who would otherwise always have remained 

unknown to one another. Freedom produces private animosities, but despotism gives birth to 

general indifference. 

The Americans have combated by free institutions the tendency of equality to keep men asunder, 

and they have subdued it. The legislators of America did not suppose that a general 

representation of the whole nation would suffice to ward off a disorder at once so natural to the 

frame of democratic society and so fatal; they also thought that it would be well to infuse 

political life into each portion of the territory in order to multiply to an infinite extent 

opportunities of acting in concert for all the members of the community and to make them 

constantly feel their mutual dependence. The plan was a wise one. The general affairs of a 

country engage the attention only of leading politicians, who assemble from time to time in the 

same places; and as they often lose sight of each other afterwards, no lasting ties are established 

between them. But if the object be to have the local affairs of a district conducted by the men 

who reside there, the same persons are always in contact, and they are, in a manner, forced to be 

acquainted and to adapt themselves to one another. 

It is difficult to draw a man out of his own circle to interest him in the destiny of the state, 

because he does not clearly understand what influence the destiny of the state can have upon his 

own lot. But if it is proposed to make a road cross the end of his estate, he will see at a glance 

that there is a connection between this small public affair and his greatest private affairs; and he 

will discover, without its being shown to him, the close tie that unites private to general interest. 

Thus far more may be done by entrusting to the citizens the administration of minor affairs than 

by surrendering to them in the control of important ones, towards interesting them in the public 

welfare and convincing them that they constantly stand in need of one another in order to provide 

for it. A brilliant achievement may win for you the favor of a people at one stroke; but to earn the 

love and respect of the population that surrounds you, a long succession of little services 

rendered and of obscure good deeds, a constant habit of kindness, and an established reputation 

for disinterestedness will be required. Local freedom, then, which leads a great number of 

citizens to value the affection of their neighbors and of their kindred, perpetually brings men 

together and forces them to help one another in spite of the propensities that sever them. 

In the United States the more opulent citizens take great care not to stand aloof from the people; 

on the contrary, they constantly keep on easy terms with the lower classes: they listen to them, 

they speak to them every day. They know that the rich in democracies always stand in need of 

the poor, and that in democratic times you attach a poor man to you more by your manner than 

by benefits conferred. The magnitude of such benefits, which sets off the difference of condition, 

causes a secret irritation to those who reap advantage from them, but the charm of simplicity of 

manners is almost irresistible; affability carries men away, and even want of polish is not always 

displeasing. This truth does not take root at once in the minds of the rich. They generally resist it 

as long as the democratic revolution lasts, and they do not acknowledge it immediately after that 

revolution is accomplished. They are very ready to do good to the people, but they still choose to 

keep them at arm's length; they think that is sufficient, but they are mistaken. They might spend 

fortunes thus without warming the hearts of the population around them; that population does not 

ask them for the sacrifice of their money, but of their pride. 



It would seem as if every imagination in the United States were upon the stretch to invent means 

of increasing the wealth and satisfying the wants of the public. The best-informed inhabitants of 

each district constantly use their information to discover new truths that may augment the 

general prosperity; and if they have made any such discoveries, they eagerly surrender them to 

the mass of the people. 

When the vices and weaknesses frequently exhibited by those who govern in America are closely 

examined, the prosperity of the people occasions, but improperly occasions, surprise. Elected 

magistrates do not make the American democracy flourish; it flourishes because the magistrates 

are elective. 

It would be unjust to suppose that the patriotism and the zeal that every American displays for 

the welfare of his fellow citizens are wholly insincere. Although private interest directs the 

greater part of human actions in the United States as well as elsewhere, it does not regulate them 

all. I must say that I have often seen Americans make great and real sacrifices to the public 

welfare; and I have noticed a hundred instances in which they hardly ever failed to lend faithful 

support to one another. The free institutions which the inhabitants of the United States possess, 

and the political rights of which they make so much use, remind every citizen, and in a thousand 

ways, that he lives in society. They every instant impress upon his mind the notion that it is the 

duty as well as the interest of men to make themselves useful to their fellow creatures; and as he 

sees no particular ground of animosity to them, since he is never either their master or their 

slave, his heart readily leans to the side of kindness. Men attend to the interests of the public, 

first by necessity, afterwards by choice; what was intentional becomes an instinct, and by dint of 

working for the good of one's fellow citizens, the habit and the taste for serving them are at 

length acquired. 

Many people in France consider equality of condition as one evil and political freedom as a 

second. When they are obliged to yield to the former, they strive at least to escape from the latter 

But I contend that in order to combat the evils which equality may produce, there is only one 

effectual remedy: namely, political freedom.  

 


