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Book I11. Influence of Democracy On Manners Properly So Called. 48. Why Great Revolutions Will
Become More Rare.

Note: This text contains insightful analysis on the stabilizing impact of the middle class and its immunity
to abrupt revolution and fundamental change. Perhaps there was never so perfect a society as described
by De Tocqueville, but many of his conclusions, which echo of Aristotle, are compelling. The reader will
note that his account of society provides a stark contrast to American social conditions in 2014. An
important takeaway from this excerpt is the implication, endorsed by The Institute, that the authenticity of
democracy is linked to the predominance of the middle class.

... Almost all the revolutions which have changed the aspect of nations have been made to consolidate or
to destroy social inequality. Remove the secondary causes which have produced the great convulsions of
the world, and you will almost always find the principle of inequality at the bottom. Either the poor have
attempted to plunder the rich, or the rich to enslave the poor. If then a state of society can ever be
founded in which every man shall have something to keep, and little to take from others, much will have
been done for the peace of the world. | am aware that amongst a great democratic people there will
always be some members of the community in great poverty, and others in great opulence; but the poor,
instead of forming the immense majority of the nation, as is always the case in aristocratic communities,
are comparatively few in number, and the laws do not bind them together by the ties of irremediable and
hereditary penury.

The wealthy, on their side, are scarce and powerless; they have no privileges which attract public
observation; even their wealth, as it is no longer incorporated and bound up with the soil, is impalpable,
and as it were invisible. As there is no longer a race of poor men, so there is no longer a race of rich men;
the latter spring up daily from the multitude, and relapse into it again. Hence they do not form a distinct
class, which may be easily marked out and plundered; and, moreover, as they are connected with the mass
of their fellow-citizens by a thousand secret ties, the people cannot assail them without inflicting an injury
upon itself. Between these two extremes of democratic communities stand an innumerable multitude of
men almost alike, who, without being exactly either rich or poor, are possessed of sufficient property to
desire the maintenance of order, yet not enough to excite envy. Such men are the natural enemies of
violent commotions: their stillness keeps all beneath them and above them still, and secures the balance of
the fabric of society. Not indeed that even these men are contented with what they have gotten, or that
they feel a natural abhorrence for a revolution in which they might share the spoil without sharing the
calamity; on the contrary, they desire, with unexampled ardor, to get rich, but the difficulty is to know
from whom riches can be taken. The same state of society which constantly prompts desires, restrains
these desires within necessary limits: it gives men more liberty of changing and less interest in change.

Not only are the men of democracies not naturally desirous of revolutions, but they are afraid of them.
All revolutions more or less threaten the tenure of property: but most of those who live in democratic
countries are possessed of property—not only are they possessed of property, but they live in the
condition of men who set the greatest store upon their property. If we attentively consider each of the
classes of which society is composed, it is easy to see that the passions engendered by property are
keenest and most tenacious amongst the middle classes. The poor often care but little for what they
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possess, because they suffer much more from the want of what they have not, than they enjoy the little
they have. The rich have many other passions besides that of riches to satisfy; and, besides, the long and
arduous enjoyment of a great fortune sometimes makes them in the end insensible to its charms. But the
men who have a competency, alike removed from opulence and from penury, attach an enormous value to
their possessions. As they are still almost within the reach of poverty, they see its privations near at hand,
and dread them; between poverty and themselves there is nothing but a scanty fortune, upon which they
immediately fix their apprehensions and their hopes. Every day increases the interest they take in it, by
the constant cares which it occasions; and they are the more attached to it by their continual exertions to
increase the amount. The notion of surrendering the smallest part of it is insupportable to them, and they
consider its total loss as the worst of misfortunes. Now these eager and apprehensive men of small
property constitute the class which is constantly increased by the equality of conditions. Hence, in
democratic communities, the majority of the people do not clearly see what they have to gain by a
revolution, but they continually and in a thousand ways feel that they might lose by one.

I have shown in another part of this work that the equality of conditions naturally urges men to embark in
commercial and industrial pursuits, and that it tends to increase and to distribute real property: | have also
pointed out the means by which it inspires every man with an eager and constant desire to increase his
welfare. Nothing is more opposed to revolutionary passions than these things. It may happen that the
final result of a revolution is favorable to commerce and manufactures; but its first consequence will
almost always be the ruin of manufactures and mercantile men, because it must always change at once the
general principles of consumption, and temporarily upset the existing proportion between supply and
demand. | know of nothing more opposite to revolutionary manners than commercial manners.
Commerce is naturally adverse to all the violent passions; it loves to temporize, takes delight in
compromise, and studiously avoids irritation. It is patient, insinuating, flexible, and never has recourse to
extreme measures until obliged by the most absolute necessity.

Commerce renders men independent of each other, gives them a lofty notion of their personal importance,
leads them to seek to conduct their own affairs, and teaches how to conduct them well; it therefore
prepares men for freedom, but preserves them from revolutions. In a revolution the owners of personal
property have more to fear than all others; for on the one hand their property is often easy to seize, and on
the other it may totally disappear at any moment—a subject of alarm to which the owners of real property
are less exposed, since, although they may lose the income of their estates, they may hope to preserve the
land itself through the greatest vicissitudes. Hence the former are much more alarmed at the symptoms of
revolutionary commotion than the latter. Thus nations are less disposed to make revolutions in proportion
as personal property is augmented and distributed amongst them, and as the number of those possessing it
increases. Moreover, whatever profession men may embrace, and whatever species of property they may
possess, one characteristic is common to them all. No one is fully contented with his present fortune—all
are perpetually striving in a thousand ways to improve it. Consider any one of them at any period of his
life, and he will be found engaged with some new project for the purpose of increasing what he has; talk
not to him of the interests and the rights of mankind: this small domestic concern absorbs for the time all
his thoughts, and inclines him to defer political excitement to some other season. This not only prevents
men from making revolutions, but deters men from desiring them. Violent political passions have but
little hold on those who have devoted all their faculties to the pursuit of their well-being. The ardor which
they display in small matters calms their zeal for momentous undertakings.

From time to time indeed, enterprising and ambitious men will arise in democratic communities, whose
unbounded aspirations cannot be contented by following the beaten track. Such men like revolutions and
hail their approach; but they have great difficulty in bringing them about, unless unwonted events come to
their assistance. No man can struggle with advantage against the spirit of his age and country; and,
however powerful he may be supposed to be, he will find it difficult to make his contemporaries share in
feelings and opinions which are repugnant to all their feelings and desires.
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It is a mistake to believe that, when once the equality of conditions has become the old and uncontested
state of society, and has imparted its characteristics to the manners of a nation, men will easily allow
themselves to be thrust into perilous risks by an imprudent leader or a bold innovator. Not indeed that
they will resist him openly, by well-contrived schemes, or even by a premeditated plan of resistance.
They will not struggle energetically against him, sometimes they will even applaud him—but they do not
follow him. To his vehemence they secretly oppose their inertia; to his revolutionary tendencies their
conservative interests; their homely tastes to his adventurous passions; their good sense to the flights of
his genius; to his poetry their prose. With immense exertion he raises them for an instant, but they
speedily escape from him, and fall back, as it were, by their own weight. He strains himself to rouse the
indifferent and distracted multitude, and finds at last that he is reduced to impotence, not because he is
conquered, but because he is alone.

I do not assert that men living in democratic communities are naturally stationary; I think, on the contrary,
that a perpetual stir prevails in the bosom of those societies, and that rest is unknown there; but | think
that men ... carefully abstain from touching what is fundamental. They love change, but they dread
revolutions. Although the Americans are constantly modifying or abrogating some of their laws, they by
no means display revolutionary passions. It may be easily seen, from the promptitude with which they
check and calm themselves when public excitement begins to grow alarming, and at the very moment
when passions seem most roused, that they dread a revolution as the worst of misfortunes, and that every
one of them is inwardly resolved to make great sacrifices to avoid such a catastrophe.

In no country in the world is the love of property more active and more anxious than in the United States;
nowhere does the majority display less inclination for those principles which threaten to alter, in whatever
manner, the laws of property. | have often remarked that theories which are of a revolutionary nature,
since they cannot be put in practice without a complete and sometimes a sudden change in the state of
property and persons, are much less favorably viewed in the United States than in the great monarchical
countries of Europe: if some men profess them, the bulk of the people reject them with instinctive
abhorrence. | do not hesitate to say that most of the maxims commonly called democratic in France
would be proscribed by the democracy of the United States. This may easily be understood: in America
men have the opinions and passions of democracy, in Europe we have still the passions and opinions of
revolution. ...

When social conditions are equal, every man is apt to live apart, centered in himself and forgetful of the
public. ... In democratic communities revolutions are seldom desired except by a minority; but a minority
may sometimes effect them. | do not assert that democratic nations are secure from revolutions; | merely
say that the state of society in those nations does not lead to revolutions, but rather wards them off. A
democratic people left to itself will not easily embark in great hazards; it is only led to revolutions
unawares; it may sometimes undergo them, but it does not make them; and | will add that, when such a
people has been allowed to acquire sufficient knowledge and experience, it will not suffer them to be
made. | am well aware that in this respect public institutions [Note: i.e. constitutions, laws, etc.] may
themselves do much; they may encourage or repress the tendencies which originate in the state of society.
I therefore do not maintain, | repeat, that a people is secure from revolutions simply because conditions
are equal in the community; but I think that, whatever the institutions of such a people may be, great
revolutions will always be far less violent and less frequent than is supposed; and I can easily discern a
state of polity, which, when combined with the principle of equality, would render society more stationary
than it has ever been in our western apart of the world.

... What struck me in the United States was the difficulty in shaking the majority in an opinion once

conceived, or of drawing it off from a leader once adopted. Neither speaking nor writing can accomplish
it; nothing but experience will avail, and even experience must be repeated. This is surprising at first

This text is in the public domain.



www.anacyclosis.org

sight, but a more attentive investigation explains the fact. 1 do not think that it is as easy as is supposed to
uproot the prejudices of a democratic people—to change its belief—to supersede principles once
established, by new principles in religion, politics, and morals—in a word, to make great and frequent
changes in men’s minds. ...

Men who are equal in rights, in education, in fortune, or, to comprise all in one word, in their social
condition, have necessarily wants, habits, and tastes which are hardly dissimilar. As they look at objects
under the same aspect, their minds naturally tend to analogous conclusions; and, though each of them may
deviate from his contemporaries and from opinions of his own, they will involuntarily and unconsciously
concur in a certain number of received opinions. ... The leading opinions of men become similar in
proportion as their conditions assimilate; such appears to me to be the general and permanent law—the
rest is casual and transient. | believe that it will rarely happen to any man amongst a democratic
community, suddenly to frame a system of notions very remote from that which his contemporaries have
adopted; and if some such innovator appeared, | apprehend that he would have great difficulty in finding
listeners, still more in finding believers. When the conditions of men are almost equal, they do not easily
allow themselves to be persuaded by each other. As they all live in close intercourse, as they have
learned the same things together, and as they lead the same life, they are not naturally disposed to take
one of themselves for a guide, and to follow him implicitly. Men seldom take the opinion of their equal,
or of a man like themselves, upon trust. ...

As men grow more like each other, the doctrine of the equality of the intellect gradually infuses itself into
their opinions; and it becomes more difficult for any innovator to acquire or to exert much influence over
the minds of a people. In such communities sudden intellectual revolutions will therefore be rare; for, if
we read aright the history of the world, we shall find that great and rapid changes in human opinions have
been produced far less by the force of reasoning than by the authority of a name. Observe, too, that as the
men who live in democratic societies are not connected with each other by any tie, each of them must be
convinced individually; whilst in aristocratic society it is enough to convince a few—the rest follow. If
Luther had lived in an age of equality, and had not had princes and potentates for his audience, he would
perhaps have found it more difficult to change the aspect of Europe. ...

Even when the reliance of a democratic people has been won, it is still no easy matter to gain their
attention. It is extremely difficult to obtain a hearing from men living in democracies, unless it be to
speak to them of themselves. They do not attend to the things said to them, because they are always fully
engrossed with the things they are doing. For indeed few men are idle in democratic nations; life is
passed in the midst of noise and excitement, and men are so engaged in acting that little remains to them
for thinking. 1 would especially remark that they are not only employed, but that they are passionately
devoted to their employments. They are always in action, and each of their actions absorbs their faculties:
the zeal which they display in business puts out the enthusiasm they might otherwise entertain for idea. |
think that it is extremely difficult to excite the enthusiasm of a democratic people for any theory which
has not a palpable, direct, and immediate connection with the daily occupations of life: therefore they will
not easily forsake their old opinions; for it is enthusiasm which flings the minds of men out of the beaten
track, and effects the great revolutions of the intellect as well as the great revolutions of the political
world. Thus democratic nations have neither time nor taste to go in search of novel opinions. Even when
those they possess become doubtful, they still retain them, because it would take too much time and
inquiry to change them—they retain them, not as certain, but as established. ...
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