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VOLUME ONE


INTRODUCTION

AMONG the new things that attracted my attention during my stay in the United States, none struck me more forcefully than the equality of conditions. I readily discovered what a prodigious influence this basic fact exerts on the workings of society. It imparts a certain direction to the public spirit and a certain shape to laws, establishes new maxims for governing, and fosters distinctive habits in the governed.

I quickly recognized that the influence of this same fact extends well beyond political mores and laws and that it holds no less sway over civil society than over government. It creates opinions, engenders feelings, suggests customs, and modifies everything that it does not produce.

As I pursued my study of American society, I therefore came increasingly to see the equality of conditions as the original fact from which each particular fact seemed to derive. It stood constantly before me as the focal point toward which all my observations converged.

Then I began to think again about our own hemisphere, and it seemed to me that I could make out there something quite similar to what I saw in the new world. I saw an equality of conditions which, although it had yet to reach the extreme of development it had attained in the United States, nevertheless resembled it more closely every day. And the same democracy that ruled the societies of America seemed to be advancing rapidly toward power in Europe.

In that moment I conceived the book that you are about to read.

A great democratic revolution is taking place among us. Everyone sees it, but not everyone judges it in the same way. There are those who regard it as something new and, believing it to be an accident, still hope to arrest it, while others deem it irresistible because in their view it is the oldest, most continuous, most permanent fact known to history.

Let us cast our minds back to France as she was seven hundred years ago. A small number of families owned the land and ruled its inhabitants. The right to command was part of a man’s inheritance, handed down from generation to generation. Men could act on one another only by means of force. All power stemmed from a single source: ownership of land.

At this point, however, the clergy established and quickly extended its political power. Its ranks were open to all, to the poor as well as the rich, the commoner as well as the lord. Equality began to insinuate itself into government through the Church, and a man who might have vegetated in eternal slavery as a serf could, as a priest, take his place among nobles and often sit above kings.

With the passage of time society became more civilized and more stable, and relations among men became more numerous and more complex. The need for civil laws was urgently felt. People began to specialize in the study of law. They emerged from the obscure precincts of the tribunals and the dusty recesses of judicial registries and went to sit at the prince’s court alongside feudal barons clad in ermine and mail.

Kings ruined themselves in great enterprises. Nobles spent themselves in private wars. Commoners enriched themselves in commerce. Money began to exert an influence over affairs of state. Trade was a new source of wealth, which led to power, and financiers became a power in politics that was an object of scorn as well as flattery.

Little by little enlightenment spread. The taste for literature and the arts revived. Mind became an ingredient of success. Science was a means of government and intelligence a social force. Men of letters took up affairs of state.

As new avenues to power opened up, however, the value of birth declined. In the eleventh century nobility was an inestimable prize. In the thirteenth century it could be bought. The first ennoblement took place in 1270, and equality was at last introduced into government by way of aristocracy itself.

Over the past seven hundred years, the nobility at times chose to counter royal authority or deny power to its rivals by giving political power to the people.

Even more frequently the king invited the inferior classes of the state to participate in government in order to humble the aristocracy.

In France kings proved themselves to be the most energetic and constant of levelers. When they were ambitious and strong, they sought to raise the people to the level of the nobles, and when they were moderate and weak, they allowed the people to take their place above the king. Some kings served democracy through their talents, others through their vices. Louis XI and Louis XIV tried hard to equalize everyone below the throne, and Louis XV descended with all his court into the dust.

Once citizens began to hold land by other than feudal tenure, and transferable wealth, being conspicuous, created new wellsprings of power and influence, no discovery in the arts, no improvement in commerce or industry, failed to create a comparable number of new elements of equality among men. From that moment on, every newly discovered process, every newly conceived need, every new desire that craved to be satisfied, marked further steps toward universal leveling. The taste for luxury, the love of war, the sway of fashion, indeed, all the passions of the human heart from the most superficial to the most profound, seemed to conspire to impoverish the rich and enrich the poor.

Once works of the intelligence became sources of power and wealth, people were obliged to look upon every scientific advance, every new discovery and idea, as a germ of power placed within the people’s grasp. Poetry, eloquence, memory, the graces of the spirit, the fires of the imagination, profundity of thought — all these gifts, which heaven distributes at random, benefited democracy, and even if they happened to be in the possession of democracy’s adversaries, they still served its cause by setting in relief the natural greatness of man. Democracy’s conquests therefore spread with those of civilization and enlightenment, and literature was an arsenal open to all from which the weak and the poor daily drew arms.

If we run through the pages of our history, we find scarcely a single great event of the past seven hundred years that did not redound to equality’s benefit.

The Crusades and the wars with England decimated the nobles and divided their estates. Municipal institutions introduced democratic liberty into the heart of the feudal monarchy. With the invention of firearms peasant and noble became equals on the field of battle. The printing press was a resource on which the intelligence of both could draw equally. The post brought enlightenment to the pauper’s doorstep as well as to the palace gate. Protestantism held that all men are equally equipped to find their way to heaven. America, on being discovered, opened a thousand new paths to fortune and brought wealth and power to obscure adventurers.

If, starting in the eleventh century, we examine the state of French society at fifty-year intervals, we see a twofold revolution taking place. The noble has moved steadily down the social ladder, and the commoner has moved steadily up. One is descending, the other rising. Every fifty years they move closer together; soon they will touch.

None of these changes is peculiar to France. Wherever we look in the Christian world, we see the same ongoing revolution.

Everywhere a diversity of historical incident has redounded to democracy’s benefit. Everyone played a part: those who strove to ensure democracy’s success as well as those who never dreamt of serving it; those who fought for it as well as those who declared themselves its enemies. Driven pell-mell down a single path, all worked toward a single goal, some in spite of themselves, others unwittingly — blind instruments in the hands of God.

The gradual development of the equality of conditions is therefore a providential fact. It has the essential characteristics of one: it is universal, durable, and daily proves itself to be beyond the reach of man’s powers. Not a single event, not a single individual, fails to contribute to its development.

Is it wise to believe that a social movement that originated so far in the past can be halted by the efforts of a single generation? Does anyone think that democracy, having destroyed feudalism and vanquished kings, will be daunted by the bourgeois and the rich? Will it stop now that it has become so strong and its adversaries so weak?

Where are we headed, then? No one can say, because we have no basis for comparison. Already today conditions among Christians are more equal than they have ever been at any previous time anywhere in the world. Thus the magnitude of what has been done already prevents us from anticipating what can still be done.

This entire book was written in the grip of a kind of religious terror occasioned in the soul of the author by the sight of this irresistible revolution, which for centuries now has surmounted every obstacle and continues to advance amid the ruins it has created.

We can discover indubitable signs of God’s will even if God Himself remains silent. We have only to examine the habitual course of nature and the constant tendency of events. Though the Creator does not raise His voice, still I am certain that the curves along which the stars move through space are traced by His finger.

If, after a lengthy period of observation and sincere meditation, people were to become convinced that the gradual and progressive development of equality was at once their past and their future, the process would immediately take on a sacred character, as if it were an expression of the sovereign master’s will. To wish to arrest democracy would then seem tantamount to a struggle against God himself, and nations would have no choice but to accommodate to the social state imposed on them by Providence.

The Christian peoples today present an alarming spectacle. The change that has them in its grip is already so powerful that it cannot be stopped yet not so rapid that there is no hope of altering its direction. Their fate is still in their hands, but not for much longer.

To educate democracy — if possible to revive its beliefs; to purify its mores; to regulate its impulses; to substitute, little by little, knowledge of affairs for inexperience and understanding of true interests for blind instinct; to adapt government to its time and place; to alter it to fit circumstances and individuals — this is the primary duty imposed on the leaders of society today.

A world that is totally new demands a new political science.

To this need, however, we have given little thought. Immersed in a rapidly flowing stream, we stubbornly fix our eyes on the few pieces of debris still visible on the shore, while the current carries us away and propels us backward into the abyss.

There is no European nation in which the great social revolution that I have just described has proceeded more rapidly than in France, but its progress here has always been haphazard.

Heads of state have never thought to prepare for this revolution in advance. It has come in spite of them, or without their knowledge. The nation’s most powerful, intelligent, and morally responsible classes have never tried to take hold of the movement in order to guide it. Democracy has therefore been abandoned to its savage instincts. It has grown up like those children deprived of parental care who raise themselves in the streets of our cities and who know nothing of society but its vices and miseries. Almost before anyone was aware of its existence, it seized power unexpectedly. From then on each man has abjectly catered to the least of its desires. Once, it was worshiped as the very image of force. Later, after its strength had been sapped by its own excesses, legislators imprudently sought to destroy it rather than educate and discipline it. Instead of teaching it to govern, they thought only of expelling it from government.

Consequently, the democratic revolution has altered the material basis of society without bringing about the concomitant changes in laws, ideas, habits, and mores necessary to make it useful. Thus we have democracy minus that which ought to attenuate its vices and bring its natural advantages to the fore. We already see the evils it entails but know nothing as yet of the good it may bring.

When monarchy, supported by aristocracy, peaceably governed the nations of Europe, society for all its miseries nevertheless enjoyed several kinds of happiness that are difficult to appreciate or even imagine today.

The power of a few subjects raised insurmountable barriers against the tyranny of the prince; and kings, sensing the almost divine character that cloaked their authority in the eyes of the multitude, drew from the very respect they inspired the will not to abuse their power.

Nobles, despite the vast distance that separated them from the people, took a benevolent and tranquil interest in their fate, much as the shepherd concerns himself with the fate of his flock. Without regarding the poor as equals, they watched over the destiny of those whose welfare had been entrusted to them by Providence.

The people, never having imagined a social condition other than their own and never expecting to become the equals of their leaders, accepted what benefits came their way and did not challenge their leaders’ rights. They loved their superiors when they were clement and just and submitted to their rigors without hardship or ignominy as if bowing to inevitable woes imposed by the hand of God. Usage and custom set limits to tyranny, moreover, and established a kind of law in the very teeth of might.

Because the noble had no idea that anyone might wish to deprive him of privileges that he believed to be legitimate, and because the serf looked upon his inferiority as a consequence of nature’s immutable order, it is easy to imagine how a sort of reciprocal good will might have been established between two classes so differently favored by fate. In this society one saw inequality and misery, but souls were not degraded.

Men do not become depraved through the exercise of power or the habit of obedience but rather by wielding a power that they consider to be illegitimate or by obeying a power that they regard as usurped and oppressive.

On one side were wealth, force, and leisure, accompanied by the indulgence of luxury, the refinement of taste, the pleasures of the mind, and the cultivation of the arts; on the other, labor, coarseness, and ignorance.

But within this ignorant and coarse multitude one also found energetic passions, generous sentiments, deep beliefs, and uncultivated virtues.

Thus organized, the body social could lay claim to stability, power, and above all glory.

But then distinctions of rank began to blur; the barriers that had separated man from man began to fall. Estates were divided, power was shared, enlightenment spread, intellectual capacities grew more equal. The social state became democratic, and in the end democracy peacefully established its dominion over institutions and mores.

Under such conditions, I can conceive of a society in which all people would think of themselves as the authors of the law, which they would consequently love and readily obey; and in which the authority of the government would be respected as necessary rather than divinely ordained, so that a person’s love for the head of state would be not a passion but a reasoned and tranquil sentiment. Because each individual would possess certain rights he could be sure of retaining, a manly confidence would develop between classes, a reciprocal condescension as devoid of pride as of servility.

The people, instructed as to their true interests, would recognize that in order to enjoy the benefits of society one has to accept its burdens. Citizens joined together in free association might then replace the individual power of nobles, and the state would be protected against tyranny and license.

To be sure, a democratic state constituted in this way would not stand still, but changes in the body of society would be orderly and progressive. Such a society would be less brilliant than an aristocracy but also less plagued by misery. Pleasures would be less extreme, prosperity more general. Knowledge would be less exalted but ignorance more rare. Feelings would be less passionate and habits milder. There would be more vices and fewer crimes.

In the absence of enthusiasm and ardent belief, citizens could nevertheless be summoned to make great sacrifices by appealing to their reason and experience. All men being equally weak, each would feel equally in need of his fellow man’s support and, knowing that cooperation was the condition of that support, would readily see that his private interest was subsumed in the general interest.

The nation taken as a whole would be less brilliant, less glorious, and perhaps less powerful, but the majority of citizens would be better off. People would prefer peace to war, not out of despair of living better but out of appreciation of living well.

In such an order there might be some things that were neither good nor useful, but society would at least have appropriated as much of the good and useful as possible. In renouncing forever such social benefits as aristocracy might have been able to provide, society would have absorbed all the good that democracy had to offer.

But we — what have we done? In rejecting the social state of our ancestors and casting aside their institutions, ideas, and mores, what have we put in their place?

The prestige of royal power has evaporated, but the majesty of the law has failed to take its place. People nowadays despise authority yet still fear it, and fear extracts from them more than they previously gave out of respect and love.

It strikes me that we have destroyed those individuals who once had the wherewithal to battle tyranny on their own. Privileges once vested in families, corporations, and individuals are now bequeathed to the government alone. The sometimes oppressive but often protective power of a small number of citizens has given way to the weakness of all.

The breakup of fortunes has diminished the distance that once separated the poor from the rich. In coming together, however, they seem to have discovered new reasons to hate one another. Gripped by terror or envy, each rejects the other’s claims to power. Neither has any idea of rights. Force is for both today’s only means of persuasion and tomorrow’s only guarantee.

The poor man for the most part clings to his forebears’ prejudices without their faith and to their ignorance without their virtues. He accepts the doctrine of interest as the guide for his actions without understanding the science of that doctrine, and his selfishness is as unenlightened now as his selfless devotion was before.

Society is tranquil not because it is conscious of its strength and well-being but, on the contrary, because it believes itself to be weak and infirm. It fears that the slightest effort might do it in. Everyone senses that something is wrong, but no one has the courage or energy necessary to set it right. People feel desire, regret, sorrow, and joy, but nothing visible or lasting comes of it, much as the passion of an old man culminates in impotence and nothing more.

Thus we have abandoned what was good in our former state without acquiring what useful things our present state might have to offer. Having destroyed an aristocratic society, we seem ready to go on living complacently amid the rubble forever.

What is happening in the intellectual world is no less deplorable.

French democracy, hindered in its forward progress or left to cope unaided with its own unruly passions, toppled anything that stood in its way, shaking what it did not destroy. Rather than gradually taking control of society so as to rule in peace, it marches on through the chaos and tumult of battle. In the heat of struggle, people have been driven beyond the natural limits of their own opinions by the opinions and excesses of their adversaries, to the point where they have lost sight of their objectives and begun to speak in ways that have little to do with their true feelings and secret instincts.

This is the source of the peculiar confusion we have been forced to witness.

I search my memory in vain and find nothing to excite greater sorrow and pity than what is taking place before our very eyes. The natural bonds that join opinion to taste and action to belief seem lately to have been broken. The harmony that has been observed throughout history between man’s feelings and his ideas has apparently been destroyed, and the laws of moral analogy have seemingly been abolished.

Among us one still encounters zealous Christians who love to draw spiritual nourishment from the verities of the other life. They will no doubt thrill to the cause of human liberty, the source of all moral greatness. Christianity, which made all men equal in the sight of God, will not shrink from seeing all citizens as equal in the eyes of the law. But through a strange concatenation of events, religion has for the time being become enmeshed with the powers that democracy is bent on destroying. Often it spurns the equality it loves and curses freedom as an enemy instead of taking it by the hand and sanctifying its efforts.

Alongside these religious men I see others who look not to heaven but to earth. Champions of freedom, which they see as the source not only of the noblest virtues but above all of the greatest goods, they sincerely wish to establish its power and secure its benefits for mankind. In my view they should hasten to invoke the aid of religion, for they must know that without morality freedom cannot reign and without faith there is no basis for morality. Yet they have seen religion in the ranks of their adversaries, and for them that is enough: some attack it, and the rest dare not hasten to its defense.

In centuries past some base and venal souls spoke out in favor of slavery, while others of independent mind and generous heart fought a hopeless battle to preserve human freedom. Nowadays, however, it is common to meet men of noble and proud mien whose opinions directly contradict their tastes, men who vaunt a servile and base condition they have never known themselves. By contrast, others speak of freedom as if they could feel what is sacred and grand in it, and vociferously demand for humanity rights they have always failed to recognize.

I see virtuous, peaceful men whose untainted morals, tranquil habits, comfortable circumstances, and enlightened thinking mark them out as natural leaders. Sincere and ardent patriots, they would make great sacrifices for their country. Yet civilization often finds them among its adversaries. They cannot distinguish its abuses from its benefits, and in their minds the idea of evil is inextricably linked to the idea of the new.

Alongside them I see other men who, in the name of progress, seek to reduce man to a material being. They look for what is useful without concern for what is just; they seek science removed from faith and prosperity apart from virtue. Having styled themselves champions of modern civilization, they have arrogantly placed themselves at its head, usurping a position abandoned by others which they are quite unworthy of occupying themselves.

Where, then, do things stand?

Religious men do battle against liberty, and friends of liberty attack religion. Noble and generous spirits extol slavery, while base and servile souls advocate independence. Honest and enlightened citizens oppose all progress, while men with neither patriotism nor morals style themselves apostles of civilization and enlightenment!

Has every other century been like this one? Has man always confronted, as he does today, a world in which nothing makes sense? In which virtue is without genius and genius without honor? In which the love of order is indistinguishable from the lust of tyrants? In which the sacred cult of liberty is confounded with contempt for the law? In which conscience casts but an ambiguous light on the actions of men? In which nothing any longer seems forbidden or allowed, honest or shameful, true or false?

Am I to believe that the Creator made man only to allow him to flounder endlessly in a sea of intellectual misery? I do not think so. For the societies of Europe God envisions a future calmer and more certain than the present. Though I cannot penetrate His designs, I will not for that reason cease to believe in them. I would rather doubt my reason than His justice.

There is one country in the world in which the great social revolution of which I speak seems almost to have attained its natural limits. It has been effected there with simplicity and ease. Or, to put it another way, one might say that this country has witnessed the effects of the democratic revolution that we are now undergoing without having had the revolution itself.

The immigrants who settled in America at the beginning of the seventeenth century somehow separated the democratic principle from all the other principles with which it had to contend in the old societies of Europe and transplanted it alone to the shores of the new world. There it could mature under conditions of liberty and, because it advanced in harmony with mores, develop peacefully within the law.

There is no doubt in my mind that sooner or later we will come, as the Americans have come, to an almost complete equality of conditions. I do not conclude from this that we will one day be compelled to draw the same political consequences as the Americans from our similar social state. I am not at all convinced that they have hit upon the only form of government that a democracy may adopt. If, however, the same root cause has given rise to new laws and customs in both countries, then that is reason enough for us to take an immense interest in finding out what effects that cause has produced in each.

I did not study America, then, simply to satisfy my curiosity, though that would have been a legitimate thing to do. I was looking for lessons from which we might profit. Anyone who thinks that I set out to write a panegyric is sorely mistaken, as will be clear to anyone who reads this book. Nor was my goal to advocate any form of government in general, for I am among those who believe that absolute goodness is almost never to be found in laws. I do not even presume to judge whether the social revolution, whose progress seems to me irresistible, has been advantageous or harmful to mankind. I have taken the revolution to be a fait accompli, or nearly so, and looked for the nation in which it has unfolded in the fullest, most peaceful way so as to identify its natural consequences and if possible discover ways of making it beneficial to man. I confess that in America I saw more than America. I sought there an image of democracy itself — its inclinations, character, prejudices, and passions. I wanted to become familiar with democracy, if only to find out what we had to hope from it, or to fear.

In the first part of this work, I have therefore attempted to show what shape democracy, left in America to its inclinations and all but abandoned to its natural instincts, imparted to the laws, what influence it had on the course of government, and in general what force it exerted on affairs of state. I wanted to know what benefits it produced, and what ills. I tried to find out what precautions the Americans took to keep it under control, and what others they omitted. And I undertook to point out what factors allowed democracy to govern society.

I had originally intended to write a second part in which I would have described the influence of equality of conditions and democratic government on civil society in America: on habits, ideas, and mores. But my ardor to fulfill this design has begun to wane. My work will have been rendered almost superfluous even before it is begun, for soon another author will set the principal traits of the American character before the reader. By concealing the gravity of his portrait beneath a light veil, he will adorn truth with greater charm than I am capable of.1

I do not know whether I have succeeded in communicating what I saw in America, but it was my sincere wish to do so: of that I am sure. So far as I know I never gave in to the temptation to tailor facts to ideas rather than adapt ideas to facts.

Whenever it was possible to make a point with the aid of written documents, I was careful to consult either the original text or the most authentic and reputable sources.2 I have indicated those sources in footnotes, so that anyone may verify them. When it came to opinions, political practices, or remarks on manners, I sought out the best-informed people. On important and controversial matters, I did not rely on one informant alone but based my opinion on all the testimony taken together.

For this the reader will have to take my word. In many instances I might have supported my opinion by citing the names of authorities either familiar to everyone or worthy of being so. A stranger sitting at fireside with his host will often hear important truths that might be withheld from a friend. With the stranger it is a relief to break an enforced silence, and the stranger’s indiscretion need not be feared because his stay will be short. When information was confided to me, I wrote it down immediately, but these notes will never leave my files. I would rather hinder my work’s chance of success than add my name to the list of travelers who repay the generous hospitality of their hosts with embarrassment and chagrin.

I am well aware that, despite the care I have taken in writing this book, nothing would be easier than to criticize it, should anyone wish to do so.

Anyone who cares to examine the book closely will find, I think, one dominant thought running through its various parts. But I have been obliged to look at a wide range of subjects, and anyone who wishes to set a single, isolated fact against the body of facts collected here, or a particular idea against the whole body of ideas, will find it easy to do so. I therefore ask only that the reader do me the favor of reading my work in the same spirit in which I wrote it, and of judging the book on the basis of the general impression that it leaves, just as I made up my mind on the basis not of a single fact but of the preponderance of facts.

Bear in mind, too, that the author who wishes to make himself intelligible is obliged to explore all the theoretical consequences of his ideas, often pushing them to the limit of the false and impractical. In action it is sometimes necessary to brush the rules of logic aside, but in reasoned argument this is never the case. It is almost as difficult to be inconsistent in language as it is to be consistent in action.

To conclude, I will point out myself what many readers are likely to regard as the major defect of my book. It is not precisely tailored to anyone’s point of view. In writing it, I had no intention of serving or opposing any party. I did not try to look at things differently from the parties, but I did try to see further. They busy themselves with tomorrow only, while I aimed to think about the future. 


__________

1 At the time I published the first edition of this work, M. Gustave de Beaumont, my traveling companion in America, was still working on his book, entitled Marie, or Slavery in the United States, which has since appeared. M. de Beaumont’s principal aim was to set in relief and call attention to the situation of Negroes in Anglo-American society. His work will shed a vivid new light on the question of slavery, a question vital for the united republics. Unless I am mistaken, M. de Beaumont’s book will not only arouse the keen interest of those who look to it as a source of emotions and descriptions but should also win a more solid and durable success among readers who more than anything else desire true insights and deep truths.

2 Legislative and administrative documents were made available to me with a kindness whose memory will always elicit my gratitude. Among the American officials who assisted my research, I will mention especially Mr. Edward Livingston, the Secretary of State (now minister plenipotentiary in Paris). During my visit to Congress, Mr. Livingston was kind enough to provide me with most of the documents I possess dealing with the federal government. Mr. Livingston is one of those rare men whom one likes from having read their writings, whom one admires and honors before meeting them, and to whom one is happy to owe a debt of gratitude.


PART I


Chapter 1

THE OUTWARD CONFIGURATION OF NORTH AMERICA

North America divided into two vast regions, one sloping toward the North Pole, the other toward the equator. — Mississippi valley. — Traces found there of the revolutions of the globe. — The Atlantic Coast, on which the English colonies were founded. — Differences in the appearance of South America and North America at the time of their discovery. — Forests of North America. — Prairies. — Roving tribes of natives. — Their appearance, mores, and languages. — Traces of an unknown people.

NORTH AMERICA, in its outward configuration, exhibits certain general features that strike the eye at first glance.

Land and water, mountains and valleys, seem to have been separated with methodical care. Despite the profuse variety of landscape and scenery, a simple majesty of design stands out.

The continent is divided into two vast regions of roughly equal size.

One is bounded on the north by the North Pole and on the east and west by the two great oceans. It stretches southward to form a triangle, whose irregular sides touch at last below the great lakes of Canada.

The second starts where the first leaves off, spanning the remainder of the continent.

The first region slopes gently toward the pole, the second toward the equator.

The land comprised by the first region declines so imperceptibly to the north that one might almost describe it as a plateau. Within this vast land mass one finds neither high mountains nor deep valleys.

Streams snake their way through it almost at random. Rivers intertwine, mingle, separate, and meet again. They spread into vast marshes, losing themselves in the watery labyrinth they create, and only after countless detours find their way at last to the polar seas. The great lakes that bound this first region are not contained, as are most lakes in the Old World, by hills or rocks. Their flat banks rise only a few feet above the water’s surface. Hence each lake is like a vast bowl filled to the brim. The slightest change in the structure of the globe would send waves from these lakes racing off toward either the North Pole or the tropical sea.

The second region is more uneven in elevation and better suited to permanent human habitation. Two long mountain ranges divide it along its length: one of these, known as the Alleghenies, follows the shores of the Atlantic Ocean; the other runs parallel to the South Seas.

Between these two mountain ranges lies a territory of 228,343 square leagues.1 Its area is therefore roughly six times the size of France.2

Yet this vast territory comprises but a single valley, which descends at one end from the rounded summits of the Alleghenies and rises at the other to the peaks of the Rocky Mountains without encountering any obstacles in between.

At the bottom of this valley flows an immense river. Water flowing down from the mountains feeds this river from every direction.

The French used to call it the Saint-Louis in memory of their far-off fatherland, and the Indians, in their grandiloquent tongue, have named it the Father of Waters, or Mississippi.

The source of the Mississippi lies in the area of overlap between the two great regions I mentioned earlier, not far from the highest point of the plateau that divides them.

Nearby rises another river,3 which discharges its waters into the polar seas. The Mississippi itself seems at first to hesitate as to its proper course: it turns back on itself several times, and only after tarrying awhile amid lakes and marshes does it finally make up its mind and slowly wend its way southward.

Flowing tranquilly at times through the bed of clay that nature has dug for it, at other times swollen by storms, the Mississippi waters more than a thousand leagues along its course.4

Six hundred leagues5 north of its mouth, the river has already attained a mean depth of fifteen feet, and ships of 300 tons can navigate nearly 200 leagues upstream.

Fifty-seven major navigable rivers feed its flow. Its tributaries include a river of 1,300 leagues,6 another of 900 leagues,7 another of 600,8 another of 500,9 and four of 200,10 to say nothing of countless small streams whose waters, flowing into it from every direction, are absorbed into its current.

The valley watered by the Mississippi seems to have been created for it alone. There, like a god, the river dispenses good and evil at will. Nature has seen to it that the fertility of its bottomland is inexhaustible. The farther one ventures from its banks, the sparser the vegetation becomes and the poorer the soil; everything withers or dies. Nowhere have the great convulsions of the globe left more obvious traces than in the Mississippi valley. The whole aspect of the region attests to the effects of water. Both barrenness and fertility are consequences of its power. The tides of the primeval ocean piled up thick layers of vegetable matter in the valley’s bottom, and with the passage of time these deposits were leveled out. The river’s right bank is lined with vast plains as flat as if a farmer had smoothed them with a roller. Toward the mountains, however, the terrain becomes increasingly uneven and barren. The soil seems pierced in a thousand places by primitive rocks, which stand out like the bones of a skeleton from which time has stripped away muscle and flesh. The surface of the earth is covered with pulverized granite and irregularly shaped stones, among which a few plants manage to force their way: it is as though the debris of some vast edifice lay scattered about a fertile field. When the stones and powder are analyzed, their composition is easily seen to be the same as that of the arid, jagged peaks of the Rockies. Having flushed the soil down into the valley, the water no doubt carried off even some of the rocks, hurling them onto nearby slopes and grinding them together until finally the base of the mountain range was strewn with debris snatched from its summits.*

All in all, the Mississippi valley is the most magnificent place God ever prepared for men to dwell in, yet it is still but a vast wilderness.

East of the Alleghenies, from the base of the mountains to the Atlantic Ocean, lies a long strip of rock and sand that appears to have been left behind by the receding ocean. Although this strip averages only forty-eight leagues in width,11 it is three hundred ninety leagues in length.12 In this part of the American continent the soil yields to the farmer’s labors only grudgingly. The vegetation is meager and unvarying.

It was on this inhospitable coast that the efforts of human industry were first concentrated. On this arid tongue of land the English colonies that would one day become the United States of America were born and matured. And there the center of power remains today, while in the hinterland the true elements of the great people to whom the future of the continent no doubt belongs are being assembled almost in secret.

When Europeans first landed on the shores of the West Indies and, later, on the coast of South America, they thought they had been transported into the fabled realms celebrated by the poets. The sea sparkled with the fires of the tropics. Its extraordinarily limpid waters revealed to sailors for the first time the depth of the abyss.13 Here and there small perfumed isles seemed to float like baskets of flowers on the calm surface of the sea. Wherever the eye turned, these enchanted places seemed to have been made to meet man’s needs or else calculated to suit his pleasures. Most of the trees were laden with nutritious fruits, and the ones least useful to man charmed him with the brilliance and variety of their colors. In a forest of fragrant citrus, wild figs, round-leafed myrtle, acacia, and oleander, all laced with flowering vines, a multitude of birds unknown in Europe spread wings iridescent with purple and azure, and joined their voices to the chorus of a nature teeming with vitality and life.*

Death lay concealed beneath this brilliant cloak, but no one saw it at the time. In the very air of these climates, moreover, there prevailed I know not what enervating influence, which bound man to the present and made him careless of the future.

North America presented a different aspect: there, everything was grave, serious, solemn. It seemed to have been created to become the domain of the intelligence, and the other to become the abode of the senses.

A storm-tossed, fog-shrouded ocean washed its beaches. Granite boulders and sandy inlets lined its perimeter. The forests that blanketed its shores were dark and melancholy, and hardly anything grew in them other than pine, larch, live oak, wild olive, and laurel.

Breaching this outer rampart led to the thick shade of the central forest, where the largest of the trees found in either hemisphere grew side by side. Sycamore, catalpa, sugar maple, and Virginia poplar twined their branches with those of oak, beech, and linden.

As in forests under man’s dominion, death here worked its ceaseless ravages, but no one took it upon himself to remove the debris it left behind. Dead wood therefore piled up faster than it could decay to make way for new growth. Yet even in the midst of all this debris, the work of reproduction continued without letup. Climbing vines and other plants crept among fallen trees and worked their way into decaying remains; they lifted and broke the shriveled bark that still clung to the dead wood, thereby clearing the way for young shoots. Thus death in a way served life. Each looked the other in the face, seemingly keen to mingle and confound their works.

Within these forests a profound obscurity reigned. A thousand streams, their courses not yet guided by human industry, ensured that the air was always moist. Barely anything could be seen beyond a few flowers, some wild fruits, an occasional bird.

Only the fall of a tree toppled by old age, the hiss of a waterfall, the bellowing of buffalo, and the whistle of the wind troubled the silence of nature.

To the east of the great river, the woods gave way in places to boundless prairies. Had nature, in her infinite variety, deprived these fertile fields of the seed of trees, or had the forests that once covered them been destroyed by the hand of man? Neither tradition nor scientific research has yet provided an answer.

This immense wilderness was not entirely devoid of human presence, however. For centuries a few tribes had roved the dark forests and prairie pastures. From the mouth of the Saint Lawrence to the delta of the Mississippi, from the Atlantic to the Pacific, these savages resembled one another in certain ways attesting to a common origin. But they differed from all other known races.14 They were neither white like Europeans nor yellow like most Asians nor black like Negroes. Their skin was of reddish complexion, their hair long and shiny, their lips thin, and their cheekbones quite pronounced. The languages spoken by the savage tribes of America differed in their vocabulary but obeyed the same grammatical rules, and those rules differed in several respects from the ones previously known to govern the formation of human tongues.

The idiom of the Americans seemed the product of new combinations. It bespoke an effort of intelligence on the part of its inventors of which the Indians of today scarcely seem capable.*

The social state of these people also differed in several respects from anything to be seen in the Old World. They seemed to have multiplied freely in their wilderness, without contact with more civilized races. They therefore exhibited none of those dubious and incoherent notions of good and evil, no sign of that profound corruption that generally accompanies the ignorance and crude manners of once-civilized nations that have reverted to barbarism. The Indian owed nothing except to himself: his virtues, his vices, and his prejudices were his own. He had grown up in the savage independence of his nature.

If the common people of civilized countries are coarse, it is not only because they are ignorant and poor but also because, in that condition, they find themselves in daily contact with enlightened and wealthy men.

The daily contrast between their own misfortune and weakness and the prosperity and power of a few of their fellow human beings stirs anger in their hearts at the same time as fear. Their sense of inferiority and dependence vexes and humiliates them. This internal state of the soul is reflected in their mores as well as their language. They are at once insolent and base.

The truth of this is easily proved by observation. The people are coarser in aristocratic countries than anywhere else, and coarser in opulent cities than in the countryside.

Wherever men of such great wealth and power are found, the weak and poor are all but overwhelmed by their baseness. Seeing no way to restore equality, they despair utterly for themselves and allow themselves to sink below the threshold of human dignity.

This unfortunate effect of contrasting conditions is not a factor in the life of the savage. The Indians, though all ignorant and poor, are also all equal and free.

When the first Europeans arrived, the natives of North America still had no notion of the value of wealth and seemed indifferent to the well-being that civilized men could acquire with their riches. Yet there was nothing coarse about them. Their actions were governed by a habitual reserve and a kind of aristocratic politeness.

Mild and hospitable in peace yet merciless in war beyond all previously known limits of human ferocity, the Indian would brave starvation to assist the stranger who knocked on the door of his hut at night, yet he would also tear his prisoner’s still-quivering limbs from his body with his own hands. Not even in the most famous ancient republics do we find examples of stouter courage, prouder spirit, or more uncompromising love of independence than lay hidden in those days in the wild forests of the New World.15 Europeans made little impression when they landed on the shores of North America. Their presence occasioned neither envy nor fear. What hold could they have over men such as these? The Indian knew how to live without needs, suffer without complaint, and die with a song on his lips.16 Like all other members of the great human family, these savages also believed in the existence of a better world and worshiped God, the creator of the universe, under a variety of names. Their notions concerning the great intellectual truths were in general simple and philosophical.*

However primitive the people whose character we have just described may appear, there can be no doubt that another, more civilized people, more advanced in all things, lived previously in the same regions.

An obscure tradition common to most of the Indian tribes of the Atlantic coast informs us that those same tribes once lived west of the Mississippi. Along the banks of the Ohio and throughout the central valley, mounds built by human hands are even now a daily discovery. If one digs to the center of these mounds, it is said that they rarely fail to yield up human bones, strange instruments, weapons, and various kinds of utensils made of metal, or suggestive of customs, with which today’s tribes are unfamiliar.

The Indians of our day are unable to supply any information about the history of this unknown people. Nor did those who were alive three hundred years ago, when America was discovered, tell us anything from which we can even so much as piece together a hypothesis. Traditions — those perishable yet perpetually reborn monuments of the primitive world — shed no light on the subject. Yet thousands of our fellow human beings lived here. Of this there can be no doubt. When did they arrive? Where did they come from? What became of them? What was their history? When and how did they perish? No one knows.

How strange it is that there are peoples who have vanished from this earth so completely that the very memory of their name has been effaced! Their languages are lost, their glory has evaporated like a sound that dies without an echo. Yet I do not know if any people has ever vanished without leaving at least a tomb as a token of its passing. Thus, of all man’s works, the most durable is still that which best recalls his wretchedness and nothingness!

Although the vast country just described was inhabited by numerous tribes of native peoples, one can justly say that at the time of its discovery it was still no more than a wilderness. The Indians occupied it but did not possess it. It is through agriculture that man takes possession of the soil, and the first inhabitants of North America lived by hunting. Their implacable prejudices, their unbridled passions, their vices, and, perhaps most of all, their savage virtues marked them out for inevitable destruction. The ruin of these tribes began the day that Europeans landed on their shores. It has continued ever since and is even now being carried through to completion. Providence placed these people among the riches of the New World but made their enjoyment brief. They were there, in a sense, only in anticipation. These coasts, so well suited to trade and industry, these rivers so deep, this inexhaustible Mississippi valley, this whole continent, in fact, seemed but an empty cradle awaiting the birth of a great nation.

Here civilized men would attempt to build society on new foundations. Applying for the first time theories either previously unknown or deemed inapplicable, they would stage for the world a spectacle for which nothing in the history of the past had prepared it.


__________

1 1,341,649 square miles. See Darby’s View of the United States, p. 469. I have reduced these miles to leagues of 2,000 toises.

2 France is 35,181 square leagues.

3 The Red River.

4 2,500 miles, 1,032 leagues. See Description des États-Unis, by Warden, vol. 1, p. 186.

5 1,364 miles, 563 leagues. See ibid., vol. 1, p. 169.

6 The Missouri. See ibid., vol. 1, p. 132 (1,278 leagues).

7 The Arkansas. See ibid., vol. 1, p. 188 (877 leagues).

8 The Red River. See ibid., vol. 1, p. 190 (598 leagues).

9 The Ohio. See ibid., vol. 1, p. 192 (490 leagues).

10 The Illinois, Saint Pierre, Saint Francis, and Moingona. For the measurements of these rivers, I have used the statute mile and the lieue deposte of 2,000 toises.

* See Note I, page 835.

11 100 miles.

12 900 miles.

13 The sea around the West Indies is so clear, according to Malte-Brun, vol. 5, p. 726, that one can make out coral and fish at a depth of sixty fathoms. Ships seem to float in the air. A sort of vertigo grips the traveler, who looks through the crystalline fluid at submarine gardens where shells and golden fish shine among tufts of sea wrack and tangles of seaweed.

* See Note II, page 835.

14 Certain resemblances have subsequently been discovered between the physical appearance, language, and habits of the Indians of North America and those of the Tungus, Manchus, Mongols, Tartars, and other nomadic tribes of Asia. These tribes live close to the Bering Strait, which has given rise to the hypothesis that at some point in the distant past they migrated to the deserted continent of America. But science has yet to clarify this point. On this question, see Malte-Brun, vol. 5; the works of M. von Humboldt; Fischer, Conjectures sur l’origine des Américains; Adair, History of the American Indians.

* See Note III, page 836.

15 President Jefferson (Notes sur la Virginie, p. 148) reports that when the Iroquois were attacked by superior forces, the old men, who scorned to fly, or to survive the capture of their town, braved death, like the old Romans in the sack of Rome by the Gauls. Later (p. 150), he says that “there never was an instance known of an Indian begging his life when in the power of his enemies: on the contrary, that he courts death by every possible insult and provocation.”

16 See Lepage-Dupratz, Histoire de la Louisiane; Charlevoix, Histoire de la Nouvelle-France; letters of R. Hecfielder, Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, vol. 1; Jefferson, Notes sur la Virginie, pp. 135-190. Especially great weight should be attached to what Jefferson says in view of the personal merit of the writer, his special position, and the positive and exact century in which he wrote.

* See Note IV, page 837.


Chapter 2

ON THE POINT OF DEPARTURE AND ITS IMPORTANCE FOR THE FUTURE OF THE ANGLO-AMERICANS

Usefulness of knowing a people’s point of departure in order to understand its social state and laws. — America is the only country in which it has been possible to perceive clearly the point of departure of a great people. — In what respects all the people who came to English America were similar. — In what respects they differed. — Remark applicable to all the Europeans who settled on the shores of the New World. — Colonization of Virginia. — Colonization of New England. — Original character of the early inhabitants of New England. — Their arrival. — Their first laws. — Social contract. — Penal code borrowed from the Law of Moses. — Religious ardor. —Republican spirit. —Intimate union of spirit of religion and spirit of liberty.

A MAN is born. His first years pass unnoticed in the pleasures and travails of childhood. He grows up. Manhood begins. At last the doors of the world open to receive him. He enters into contact with his fellow man. People begin to study him, and think they can perceive the seeds that will develop into the vices and virtues of maturity.

This, if I am not mistaken, is a great error.

Go back in time. Examine the babe when still in its mother’s arms. See the external world reflected for the first time in the still-dark mirror of his intelligence. Contemplate the first models to make an impression on him. Listen to the words that first awaken his dormant powers of thought. Take note, finally, of the first battles he is obliged to fight. Only then will you understand where the prejudices, habits, and passions that will dominate his life come from. In a manner of speaking, the whole man already lies swaddled in his cradle.

Something analogous happens with nations. Every people bears the mark of its origins. The circumstances that surround its birth and aid its development also influence the subsequent course of its existence.

If we could trace societies back to their elements and examine the earliest records of their history, I have no doubt that we would discover the first cause of their prejudices, habits, and dominant passions, indeed, of every aspect of what has been called the national character. We would discover explanations for customs that today seem at odds with prevailing mores; for laws that seem to clash with accepted principles; and for the inconsistent opinions that one occasionally encounters in a society — opinions reminiscent of the fragments of broken chain that one sometimes finds dangling from the vaults of an old building, no longer supporting anything. This might explain the destiny of certain peoples, who seem propelled by an unknown force toward an end undivined even by themselves. Until now, however, the facts needed for such a study have been lacking. Nations developed an analytic spirit only as they grew old, and before it occurred to them to reflect on their beginnings, time had already shrouded the moment of their inception in fog, and ignorance and pride had surrounded it with fables behind which the truth lay hidden.

America is the only country in which it has been possible to witness the natural and tranquil course of a society’s development and to pinpoint the influence of a state’s point of departure on its future.

By the time the peoples of Europe landed on the shores of the New World, the traits of their national characters were already fully formed. Each of them had a distinct physiognomy. Having already achieved that degree of civilization which inclines men to study themselves, they left us a faithful portrait of their opinions, mores, and laws. We know the men of the fifteenth century almost as well as we know ourselves. America therefore exposes to the light of day what the ignorance and barbarity of the earliest times conceal.

Close enough to the time when the societies of America were founded to be acquainted in detail with their elements, yet far enough away to form a judgment of what those seeds have produced, we seem destined to see further into human events than our predecessors did. Providence has placed within our reach a torch our fathers lacked, a torch that allows us, when examining the destiny of nations, to make out first causes that the obscurity of the past hid from our forebears.

If, after attentively studying the history of America, one carefully examines its political and social state, one becomes firmly
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