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After the birth of a human being his early years are obscurely spent in the toils or
pleasures of childhood. As he grows up the world receives him, when his manhood
begins, and he enters into contact with his fellows. He is then studied for the first
time, and it is imagined that the germ of the vices and the virtues of his maturer
years is then formed.

This, if I am not mistaken, is a great error. We must begin higher up; we must watch
the infant in his mother's arms; we must see the first images which the external world
casts upon the dark mirror of his mind; the first occurrences which he witnesses; we must
hear the first words which awaken the sleeping powers of thought, and stand by his ear-
liest efforts, if we would understand the prejudices, the habits, and the passions which
will rule his life. The entire man is, so to speak, to be seen in the cradle of the child.

The growth of nations presents something analogous to this; they all bear some
marks of their origin; and the circumstances which accompanied their birth and
contributed to their rise, affect the whole term of their being.

If we were able to go back to the elements of states, and to examine the oldest
monuments of their history, I doubt not that we should discover the primary cause
of the prejudices, the habits, the ruling passions, and in short of all that constitutes
what is called the national character: we should then find the explanation of certain
customs which now seem at variance with prevailing manners, of such laws as con-
flict with established principles, and of such incoherent opinions as are here and
there to be met with in society, like those fragments of broken chains which we
sometimes see hanging from the vault of an edifice, and supporting nothing. This
might explain the destinies of certain nations which seem borne along by an un-
known force to ends of which they themselves are ignorant. But hitherto facts have
been wanting to researches of this kind: the spirit of inquiry has only come upon
communities in their latter days; and when they at length turned their attention to
contemplate their origin, time had already obscured it, or ignorance and pride
adorned it with truth-concealing fables.

America is the only country in which it has been possible to witness the natural
and tranquil growth of society, and where the influence exercised on the future con-
dition of states by their origin is clearly distinguishable.

At the period when the peoples of Europe landed in the New World their national
characteristic? were already completely formed; each of them had a physiognomy
of its own; and as they had already attained that stage of civilization at which men
are led to study themselves, they have transmitted to us a faithful picture of their
opinions, their manners, and their laws. The men of the sixteenth century are almost
as well known to us as our contemporaries. America consequently exhibits in the
broad light of day the phaenomena which the ignorance or rudeness of earlier ages
conceals from our researches. Near enough to the time when the states of America



were founded to be accurately acquainted with their elements, and sufficiently re-
moved from that period to judge of some of their results, the men of our own day
seem destined to see further than their predecessors into the series of human events.
Providence has given us a torch which our forefathers did not possess, and has al-
lowed us to discern fundamental causes in the history of the world which the obscu-
rity of the past concealed from them.

If we carefully examine the social and political state of America after having
studied its history, we shall remain perfectly convinced that not an opinion, not a
custom, not a law, I may even say not an event, is upon record which the origin of
that people will not explain. The readers of this book will find the germ of all that is
to follow in the present chapter, and the key to almost the whole work.

The emigrants who came at different periods to occupy the territory now covered
by the American Union, differed from each other in many respects; their aim was
not the same, and they governed themselves on different principles.

These men had, however, certain features in common, and they were all placed in
an analogous situation. The tie of language is perhaps the strongest and the most
durable that can unite mankind. All the emigrants spoke the same tongue; they were
all offsets from the same people. Born in a country which had been agitated for cen-
turies by the struggles of faction, and in which all parties had been obliged in their
turn to place themselves under the protection of the laws, their political education
had been perfected in this rude school, and they were more conversant with the no-
tions of right, and the principles of true freedom, than the greater part of their Euro-
pean contemporaries. At the period of the first emigrations, the parish system, that
fruitful germ of free institutions, was deeply rooted in the habits of the English; and
with it the doctrine of the sovereignty of the people had been introduced even into
the bosom of the monarchy of the House of Tudor.

The religious quarrels which have agitated the Christian world were then rife.
England had plunged into the new order of things with headlong vehemence. The
character of its inhabitants, which had always been sedate and reflecting, became
argumentative and austere. General information had been increased by intellectual
debate, and the mind had received a deeper cultivation. Whilst religion was the
topic of discussion, the morals of the people were reformed. All these national fea-
tures are mare or less discoverable in the physiognomy of those adventurers who
came to seek a new home on the opposite shores of the Atlantic.

Another remark, to which we shall hereafter have occasion to recur, is applica-
ble not only to the English, but to the French, the Spaniards, and all the Europeans
who successively established themselves in the New World. All these European
colonies contained the elements, if not the development, of a complete democracy.
Two causes led to this result. It may safely be advanced, that on leaving the
mother-country the emigrants :had in general no notion of superiority over one an-
other. The happy and the powerful do not go into exile, and there are no surer guar-
antees of equality among men than poverty and misfortune. It happened, however,
on several occasions that persons of rank were driven to America by political and
religious quarrels. Laws were made to establish a gradation of ranks; but it was
soon found that the soil of America was entirely opposed to a territorial aristocracy.



To bring that refractory land into cultivation, the constant and interested exertions
of the owner himself were necessary; and when the ground was prepared, its pro-
duce was found to be insufficient to enrich a master and a farmer at the same time.
The land was then naturally broken up into small portions, which the proprietor
cultivated for himself. Land is the basis of an aristocracy, which clings to the soil
that supports it; for it is not by privileges alone, nor by birth, but by landed prop-
erty handed down from generation to generation, that an aristocracy is constituted.
A nation may present immense fortunes and extreme wretchedness; but unless
those fortunes are territorial, there is no aristocracy, but simply the class of the rich
and that of the poor.

All the British colonies had then a great degree of similarity at the epoch of their
settlement. All of them, from their first beginning, seemed destined to witness the
growth, not of the aristocratic liberty of their mother-country, but of that freedom of
the middle and lower orders of which the history of the world has as yet furnished
no complete example.

In this general uniformity several striking differences were however discernible,
which it is necessary to point out. Two branches may be distinguished in the Anglo-
American family which have hitherto grown up without entirely commingling; the
one in the South, the other in the North.

Virginia received the first English colony; the emigrants took possession of it in
1607. The idea that mines of gold and silver are the sources of national wealth was
at that time singularly prevalent in Europe; a fatal delusion, which has done more to
impoverish the nations which adopted it, and has cost more lives in America, than
the united influence of war and bad laws. The men sent to Virginia were seekers of
gold, adventurers without resources and without character, whose turbulent and
restless spirits endangered the infant colony, and rendered its progress uncertain.
The artisans and agriculturists arrived afterwards; and although they were a more
moral and orderly race of men, they were in nowise above the level of the inferior
classes in England. No lofty conceptions, no intellectual system directed the foun-
dation of these new settlements. The colony was scarcely established when slavery
was introduced, and this was the main circumstance which has exercised so prodi-
gious an influence on the character, the laws, and all the future prospects of the
South.

Slavery, as we shall afterwards show, dishonors labor; it introduces idleness into
society, and, with idleness, ignorance and pride, luxury and distress. It enervates the
powers of the mind, 'and benumbs the activity of man. The influence of slavery,
united to the English character, explains the manners and the social condition of the
Southern States.

In the North, the same English foundation was modified by the most opposite
shades of character; and here I may be allowed to enter into some details. The two
or three main ideas which constitute the basis of the social theory of the United
States were first combined in the Northern British colonies, more generally denomi-
nated the states of New England. The principles of New England spread at first to
the neighboring states; they then passed successively to the more distant ones; and
at length they imbued the whole Confederation. They now extend their influence



beyond its limits over the whole American world. The civilization of New England
has been like a beacon lit upon a hill, which after it has diffused its warmth around,
tinges the distant horizon with its glow.

The foundation of New England was a novel spectacle, and all the circumstances
attending it were singular and original. The large majority of colonies have been
first inhabited either by men without education and without resources, driven by
their poverty and their misconduct from the land which gave them birth, or by spec-
ulators and adventurers greedy of gain. Some settlements cannot even boast so hon-
orable an origin; St. Domingo was founded by buccaneers; and, at the present day,
the criminal courts of England supply the population of Australia.

The settlers who established themselves on the shores of New England all belonged
to the more independent classes of their native country. Their union on the soil of
America at once presented the singular phaenomenon of a society containing neither
lords nor common people, neither rich nor poor. These men possessed, in proportion
to their number, a greater mass of intelligence than is to be found in any European na-
tion of our own time. All, without a single exception, had received a good education,
and many of them were known in Europe for their talents and their acquirements. The
other colonies had been founded by adventurers without family; the emigrants of New
England brought with them the best elements of order and morality, they landed in the
desert accompanied by their wives and children. But what most especially distin-
guished them was the aim of their undertaking. They had not been obliged by neces-
sity to leave their country, the social position they abandoned was one to be regretted,
and their means of subsistence were certain. Nor did they cross the Atlantic to improve
their situation or to increase their wealth; the call which summoned them from the
comforts of their homes was purely intellectual; and in facing the inevitable sufferings
of exile, their object was the triumph of an idea.

The emigrants, or, as they deservedly styled themselves, the Pilgrims, belonged
to that English sect, the austerity of whose principles had acquired for them the
name of Puritans. Puritanism was not merely a religious doctrine, but it corre-
sponded in many points with the most absolute democratic and republican theories.
It was this tendency which had aroused its most dangerous adversaries. Persecuted
by the Government of the mother-country, and disgusted by the habits of a society
opposed to the rigor of their own principles, the Puritans went forth to seek some
rude and unfrequented part of the world, where they could live according to their
own opinions, and worship God in freedom.. . .

The remarks I have made will suffice to display the character of Anglo-American
civilization in its true light. It is the result (and this should be constantly present to
the mind) of two distinct elements, which in other places have been in frequent hos-
tility, but which in America have been admirably incorporated and combined with
one another. I allude to the spirit of Religion and the spirit of Liberty.

The settlers of New England were at the same time ardent sectarians and daring
innovators. Narrow as the limits of some of their religious opinions were, they were
entirely free from political prejudices.

Hence arose two tendencies, distinct but not opposite, which are constantly dis-
cernible in the manners as well as in the laws of the country.



It might be imagined that men who sacrificed their friends, their family, and their
native land to a religious conviction, were absorbed in the pursuit of the intellectual
advantages which they purchased at so dear a rate. The energy, however, with
which they strove for the acquirements of wealth, moral enjoyment, and the com-
forts as well as liberties of the world, is scarcely inferior to that with which they de-
voted themselves to heaven.

Political principles, and all human laws and institutions were moulded and al-
tered at their pleasure; the barriers of the society in which they were born were bro-
ken down before them; the old principles which had governed the world for ages
were no more; a path without a term, and a field without an horizon were opened to
the exploring and ardent curiosity of man: but at the limits of the political world he
checks his researches, he discreetly lays aside the use of his most formidable facul-
ties, he no longer consents to doubt or to innovate, but carefully abstaining from
raising the curtain of the sanctuary, he yields with submissive respect to truths
which he will not discuss.

Thus in the moral world, everything is classed, adapted, decided and foreseen; in
the political world everything is agitated, uncertain, and disputed: in the one is a
passive, though a voluntary, obedience: in the other an independence, scornful of
experience and jealous of authority.

These two tendencies, apparently so discrepant, are far from conflicting; they ad-
vance together, and mutually support each other.

Religion perceives that civil liberty affords a noble exercise to the faculties of
man, and that the political world is a field prepared by the Creator for the efforts of
the intelligence. Contented with the freedom and the power which it enjoys in its
own sphere, and with the place which it occupies, the empire of religion is never
more surely established than when it reigns in the hearts of men unsupported by
aught beside its native strength.

Religion is no less the companion of liberty in all its battles and its triumphs; the
cradle of its infancy, and the divine source of its claims. The safe-guard of morality
is religion, and morality is the best security of law as well as the surest pledge of
freedom

Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (New York: Allard and Saunders, 1838), pp. 1-18.


