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The generation that came of age after the War of 1812 "did not invent materialism,” your text
explains. "but the spread of the market afier 1815 made it much more evident.” In this selection
Jrom chapter 3, "Social Condition of the Anglo-Americans," in the first volume of Democracy in
America, locqueville explores the relationship berween the Americans' "love of money” and the
Anglo-American commitment to "democracy" and "equality”

I'do not mean that there is any lack of wealth :ndividuals in the United States; I know of no country,
indeed, where the love of money has taken stonger hold on the affections of men and where a
propounder contempt is expressed for the theory of the permanent equality of property. But wealth
circulates with inconceivable rapidity, and experience shows that it is rare to find two succeeding
generations in the [ull enjovment of it.

This picture, which may, perhaps, be thought to be overcharged, still gives a very imperfect idea of what
is 1aking place in the new states of the West and Southwest. At the end of the last century a few bold
adventurers began to penetrate into the valley of the Mississippi, and the mass of the population very
soon began to move in that direction: communities unheard of till then suddenly appeared in the desert.
States whose names were not in existence a few ycars before, claimed their place in the American Union;
and in the Western settlements we may behold democracy arrived at its utmost limits. In these states,
founded offhand and as it were by chance, the inhabitants are but of yesterday. Scarcely known to one
another. the nearest neighbors are ignorant of each other's history. In this part of the American
continent, therefore, the population has cscaped the influence not only of great names and great wealth,
but even of the natural aristocracy of knowledge and virtue. None is there able to wield that respectable
power which men willingly grant to the remembrance of a life spent in doing good before their eyes. The
new states of the West are already inhabited, but society has no existence among them.

Itis not only the fortunes of men that are equal in America; even their acquirements partake in some
degree of the same uniformity. I do not believe that there is a country in the world where, in proportion
to the population, there are so few ignorant and af the same time so few learned individuals. Primary
instruction 1s within the reach of everybody; superior instruction is scarcely to be obtained by any. This
is not surprising; it is, in fact, the necessary consequence of what I have advanced above. Almost all the
Americans arc in easy circumstances and can therefore obtain the first elements of human knowledge.

In America there are but few wealthy persons; nearly all Americans have te take a profession. Now,
every profession requires an apprenticeship. The Americans can devote to general education only the
early years of life. At fifieen they enter upon their calling, and thus their education generally ends at the
age when ours begins. Ifit is continued beyond that point, it aims only toward a particular speciaiized
and profitable purpose; one studies science as one takes up a business; and one takes up only thosc
applications whose immediate practicality is recognized.

In America most of the rich men were formerly poor; most of those who now enjoy leisure were
absorbed in business during their youth; the consequence of this is that when they might have had a taste
for study. they had no time for it, and when the time is at their disposal, they have no longer the
mnclination.
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Ihere is no class. then, in America, in which the taste for intellectual pleasures 1s transmitted wnh
hereditwy fortune and leisure and by which the labors of the intellect are held in honor. Accordingly,
there is an equal want of the desire and the power of application to these objects.

A middling standard is fixed in America for human knowledge. All approach as near Lo it as they can;
some as they rise, others as they descend. Of course, a multitude of persons are 1o be fm‘md who
entertain the same number of ideas on religion, history, science, political economy, ]cngIaulonﬂ and
government. The gifts of intelleet proceed directly from God, and man cannot prevent their .u_nequal
distribution. But it is at least a consequence of what I have just said that although the capacitics of men
are different, as the Creator intended they should be, the means that Americans find for putting them to
use are equal.

[n America the aristocratic element has always been feeble from its birth; and if at the present day it is
not actually destroyed, it is at any rate so completely disabled that we can scarcely assign to 1t any
degree of influence on the course of affairs.

The democeratic principle. on the contrary, has gained so much strength by time, by events, and by
legislation, as 10 have become not only predominant, but allpowerful. No family or corporate authority
can be perceived: very often one cannot even discover in it any very lasting individual influence.

Amcrica, then, exhibits in her social state an extraordinary phenomenon. Men are there seen on a
greater equality in point of fortune and intellect, or, in other words, more equal in their strength, than in
any other country of the world, or in any age of which history has preserved the remembrance.

Question
1. What level of education does Tocqueville say Americans value?

2. Do you think Tocqueville's analysis of American social conditions is an accurate one?
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Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy In America,Vol. 2 (1840)

Alexis de Tocqueville came to the United States in 1831 to flee the uncertainiies of French
political life, to study the American prison system, and to learn firsthand about life in a
democracy. In this excerpt from the second volume of his Dembcracy in America, he describes
Ih(-‘ extraordinary mobility of Americans who are "colmmuaf!y [changing] their track, for fear of
nissing the shortest cut to happiness. "

It is strange to see with what feverish ardor the Americans pursue their own welfare; and to watch the

‘1\';1g;1c dread that constantly torments them lest they should not have chosen the shortest path which may
cad o1t -

A native of the United States clings to this world's goods as if he were certain never to die; and he is so
hasty in grasping at all within his reach. that one would suppose he was constantly afraid of not living long
enough to enjoy them. He clutches everything, he holds nothing fast, but soon loosens his grasp o
pursuc fresh gratilications.

In the United States a man builds a house to spend his latter years in it, and he sells it before the roolis
on; he plants a garden, and lets it [rents] just as the trees are coming into bearing; he brings a ficld into
tillage, and leaves other men (o gather the crops; he embraces a profession. and gives it up; he settles in a
place, which he soon afterward lcaves, to carry his changeable longings clsewhere. If his private affairs
leave him any leisure, he instantly plunges into the vortex of politics; and if at the end of a year of
unremitting labor he finds he has a few days' vacation, his cager curiosity whirls him over the vast extent
of the United States, and he will travel fiftcen hundred miles in a few days, to shake off his happiness.
Death at length overtakes him, but it is before he is weary of his bootless chase of that complete felicity
which is for cver on the wing.

At first sight there is something surprising in this strange unrest of so many happy men, restless in the
midst of abundance. The spectacle itsclf is however as old as the world; the novelty is Lo see a whole
people furnish an exemplification of it.

.. He who has set his heart exclusively upon the pursuit of worldly welfare is always in a hurry, for he
has but a limited time at his disposal to reach it, 1o grasp it, and to enjoy. The recollection of the brevity
of life is a constant spur to him. Besides the good things which he possesses, he every instant fancies a
thousand others which death will prevent him from trying if he does not try them soon. This thought fills
him with anxiety, fear, and regret, and keeps his mind in ceaseless trepidation, which lcads him
perpetually to change his plans and his abode.

If in addition to the taste for physical well-being a social condition be superadded, in which the laws and
customs make no condition permanent, here is a great additional stimulant to this restlessness of temper.
Men will then be seen continually to change their track, for fear of missing the shortest cut to happiness.

It may rcadily be conceived, that if men, passionately bent upon physical gratifications, desire eagerly,
they are also easily discouraged: as their ultimate object is (o enjoy, the means to reach that ok?Ject must
be prompt and easy, or the trouble of acquiring the gratification would be greater than the gratification

Page 1 of 2
htip://staff jece net/velarkf/docl1G 2 1.htm agelo



.

Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy 1in America 10/7/04 §:39 AM \
itself. Their prevailing frame of mind then is at once ardent and relaxed, violent and enervated. Death is
often less dreaded than perseverance in continuous efforts to one end.

The equality of conditions leads by a still straighter road 1o several of the effects which I have here
described. When all the privileges of birth and fortune are abolished, when all professions are accessible
to all, and a man'’s own energies may place him at the top of any of them, an casy and unbounded career
seems open 1o his ambition. and he will readily persuade himself that he is born to no vulgar destinics.
But this is an erroneous notion, which is corrected by daily experience. The same equality which allows
every citizen o conceive these lofty hopes, renders all the citizens less able 1o realize them; it
circumscribes their powers on every side, while it gives [reer scope to their desires. Not only are they
themselves powerless, but they are met at every step by immense obstacles, which they did not at first
perceive. They have swept away the privileges of some of their fellow-creatures which stood in their
way; but they opened the door to universal competition: the barrier has changed its shape rather than its
position. When men are nearly alike, and all follow the same track, it is very difficult for any one
individual to walk quick and cleave a way through the dense throng which surrounds and presses him.
This constant strife between the propensitics springing from the cquality of conditions and the means it
supplies to satisfy them, harasses and wearies the mind.

Question
1. Is Tocqueville praising or criticizing American restlessness and mobility in this passage?
2. Why, according to Tocqueville, are Americans restless?

3. To what extent are Tocqueville's observations true of Americans today?
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