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Tocqueville’s Second Thoughts
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Assn., 1527 New Hampshire Ave., N.W., Washington, D.C. 20036.

The French aristocrat Alexis de
Tocqueville’s admiring two-volume Dem-
ocracy in America (1835, 1840) is widely
known and cited. Less known is the fact
that in the last decade before his death in
1859, Tocqueville became increasingly
disenchanted with the United States.

In his letters to various American
friends, never published in English trans-
lation, political scientists Craiutu, of Indi-
ana University, Bloomington, and Jen-
nings, of the University of Birmingham,
England, find misgivings about “an emerg-
ing American imperialism, the excesses of
American democracy, the decline of mores
and the rise of lawlessness, the revolution-
ary fervor of American politics,
poor political leadership, and
the reckless spirit of Ameri-
can capitalism.”

The United States’ con-
tinuing expansion west-
ward,  Tocqueville
wrote in 1852, re-
vealed a troubling
“spirit of conquest”
and was “not a sign
of good health for a
people which already has
more territories than it can
fill.” Instead of softening human
nature, as he'd argued it would in
Democracy in America, Ameri-
ca’s abundance seemed to be
increasing material desires
and the buccaneer spirit. In
1856, he expressed concern
about “this race of anxious gam-
blers . . . which combines the pas-
sions and instincts of the savage
with the tastes, needs, vigor, and
vices of civilized men.”

Tocqueville was dismayed by
the perpetuation of slavery and
the rising conflict that seemed
likely to break up the Union. His

doubts flared with the passage of the
Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, which cre-
ated the prospect of the introduction of
slavery to those two territories, and the
1856 election to the presidency of James
Buchanan, who was sympathetic to slav-
ery’s extension. It “pained and astonished”
him, Tocqueville said in 1856, that “the
freest people in the world is, at the present
time, almost the only one among civilized
and Christian nations which yet main-
tains personal servitude.” Religion, which
Tocqueville earlier saw as a vital ingredient
in tilting America’s new liberties toward
virtue, is barely mentioned in these letters.
Craiutu and Jennings speculate that
Tocqueville’s new skepticism about America
was colored by his deep disappointment
over the failure of liberal democ-
ratic revolutions in France and
other European countries
in 1848. “What is cer-
tain,” Tocqueville
y told an  American
correspondent,  “is
that, for some years now,
you have strangely abused
the advantages given to you
by God which allow you to
commit great errors with im-
punity. Viewed from this side of
the ocean, you have become the
puer robustus [robust boy| of
Hobbes. By being so, you dis-
tress all the friends of democ-
ratic liberty and delight all of
its opponents.”

When Alexis de Tocqueville completed
Democracy in America in 1840, he
sang the praises of the young republic,
but later he decried the “violent,
intolerant, and lawless spirit” he

saw in some parts of the country.
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