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Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-1858)—A Life in Let-

ters and Politics

Olivier Zunz

(The Commonwealth Professor of History at the University of Virginia)

I am honored to respond to my
Japanese colleagues’ request that I de-
scribe my planned biography of French
political philosopher Alexis de Tocque-
ville. Although just embarking on this
project, I have been reading Tocque-
ville since my student years in Paris
in the 1960s, where historian Frangois
Furet introduced me to the work of this
great thinker. I have edited Democra-
cy in America (1835, 1840), his other
American texts (Alexis de Tocqueville
and Gustave de Beaumont in America),
and also a Tocqueville Reader. 1 feel
the time has come for me to reflect on
the broad meaning of Tocqueville s
French-American life.

Tocqueville asked only one ques-
tion of modern history, but it is a

fundamental one: Is there a way to
reconcile equality, which citizens of
modern societies yearn for, with liber-
ty, without which they cannot achieve
their potential? Tocqueville spent his
life, both as a writer and a politician,
framing and reframing this question.
He intuited at an early age that the
United States might very well be the
place where equality and liberty no
longer cancelled each other out as they
did in aristocratic France. He went to
see for himself and became arguably
the best theoretician of democracy of
his generation, and since.

This is not only an intellectual bio-
graphy. Tocqueville himself valued
action over theory. He chose politics
to fulfill his ambitions despite his me-

diocre speaking abilities, gained a seat
in the Chamber of Deputies in 1839,
and lived the life of a public intel-
lectual who promoted major reforms.
Although not easily approachable,
Tocqueville had a gift for forming
deep and enduring friendships both
early and late in life, nurtured by ex-
tensive correspondence. His letters to
a close-knit network of friends, in-
cluding leading French, British, and
American intellectuals, as well as
family members and constituents (let-
ters now published in 16 volumes
with three still to come), not only
contain some of his most perceptive
observations but give the biographer
intimate knowledge of the person-
alities and circumstances he encoun-
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tered. In taking all of them into ac-
count, I see five distinct periods in
Tocqueville' s short, 53-year life.

[-Between Two Worlds (1805-1830)

As Tocqueville told Henry Reeve,
the young British lawyer who first
translated Democracy in America into
English, he was born between the age
of aristocracy, “already dead when my
life began,” and the age of democracy,
which “did not yet exist.” His special
place was to figure out what the shift
meant for him and others. His birth
year of 1805 was only a short 11 years
after his great grandfather Malesherbes
had been guillotined. As he grew up,
Tocqueville came to admire the great
man of his family who had come out
of retirement to defend Louis XVI at
his trial before the National Conven-
tion. Tocqueville's grand-parents and
uncle and aunt were also beheaded
during the Terror. His parents, who
had narrowly escaped the same fate,
had remained legitimists (loyal to the
Bourbons), refusing to rally to Na-
poleon. Tocqueville grew up despising
the empire’ s centralization and social
leveling.

But while the family regained pro-
minence during the Bourbon Restora-
tion, Tocqueville emancipated himself
from his milieu. Retaining the outward
appearance of a believer, he lost his
faith in God by reading the philos-
ophes his great grandfather had partly
shielded from censorship. He remain-
ed an aristocrat at heart but slowly
became a democrat by reason as he
opened up to the world around him.
After the three glorious days of 1830,
Tocqueville accepted the new con-
stitutional monarchy his family re-
jected. He later married a middle-class
English woman the family never fully
accepted even though she converted to
Catholicism.

II-The Encounter with America
(1831-1835)

Tocqueville was only 25 years old
in April 1831 when he sailed from
Le Havre to America with his friend
Beaumont, leaving behind an unexci-
ting job as apprentice magistrate. Had
he been merely interested in constitu-
tional revisions, he could have just
crossed the English Channel to study
the history of British institutions, like
the master historian Frangois Guizot,
his mentor, and other French liberals.
But he undertook the longer voyage
armed with Guizot' s concept of social
state, and romantic notions of majes-
tic forests and Indians gathered from
Chateaubriand’ s novels (the great
Romantic writer was the brother of
Tocqueville' s guillotined uncle). Once
in America, he wrote to his mother,
‘T have a few good ideas but I am
not sure what form to put them in
and T am afraid of going public.” As
it turned out, the nine-month journey
yielded what he termed “a new po-
litical science for a world completely
new.”

Thanks to the Tocqueville's jour-
nals and letters and those of his com-
panion, Gustave de Beaumont, we
know every part of this journey and
every encounter with over 200 Amer-
ican informants ranging from John
Quincy Adams to Sam Houston.
This is a goldmine for a biographical
account. America clearly energized
Tocqueville. It gave him hope.
Tocqueville had inherited the idea that
equality was an outcome of power-
lessness—leveling as the result of
centralization and abuses of power,
whether from French kings, the rev-
olutionary crowd, or Napoleon. Amer-
ica gave equality a good name. In
America, Tocqueville understood that
citizens (white men) could enjoy both
significant equality and significant
liberty. He also realized that self-

interest could work for the common
good. He saw voluntary associations
as a rampart against the tyranny of the
majority or any excessive power. As
he began reading The Federalist on
a Great Lakes steamboat, Madison’ s
factionalism became an alternative to
Rousseau’ s general will. Tocqueville
decided that the democratic promise
of happiness for the many trumped the
beauty of exceptional achievements
aristocratic societies valued more.

II1-The Politician and Public Intel-
lectual (1835-1847)

In these years of intense activity,
Tocqueville pursued simultaneously
the life of an elected representative,
a writer, and a public intellectual. He
was a member of the Académie des
Sciences Morales et Politiques and
later the Académie Frangaise, and also
a journalist who invested his modest
fortune in creating a newspaper with
the hope of initiating a new political
party.

When elected to the Chamber
of Deputies in 1839 to represent the
Norman district close to his family
estate (after an unsuccessful attempt
two years earlier), Tocqueville insisted
on sitting on the left of the Chamber
to avoid being labeled a legitimist.
From there, he promoted major social
reforms in sync with his American
book: abolishing slavery in the French
colonies, fighting pauperism, making
rehabilitation of criminals a part of
the penal system. He also embraced
economic development for his region.

To pursue his work on Democracy,
he returned to England shortly after the
publication of volume 1 to sharpen his
views on industrialization. There, he
established enduring friendships with
both John Stuart Mill and economist
Nassau Senior, the latter rewriting
the poor laws. As the 1840 volume 2
became more focused on the theory of
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democracy than on the United States,
Tocqueville became more engaged in
comparisons between countries, ex-
plicit or not, in the tradition of Mon-
tesquieu. He sharpened his ideas on
American federalism by analyzing
the political stalemate of the Swiss
Confederation (he saw resemblances
of the paralysis that had crippled the
early American confederation). With
a trip to Ireland, he measured the ef-
fects of conquest on a people, features
of which he had previously detected
in the vanquished French society in
Quebec, in the Indian genocide, and in
American slavery.

Tocqueville' s positions on social
reform, rehabilitation, and abolition-
ism are manifestations of a character
who knew no prejudice. That he be-
lieved in equality among all men, he
made it clear in denouncing as not
only pernicious but extremely danger-
ous Arthur de Gobineau' s An Essay on
the Inequality of the Human Races.
This he did, despite his affection for
the impecunious poet he had taken
under his wing. This makes Tocque-
ville’ s equivocation on Algeria all the
more important as the colonization
forced him to choose between his
ideal of equality and French national
honor. He hesitated, clearly supported
the violent French colonization of
Algeria in the name of France, but
eventually denounced the abuses of
French military rule.

IV-The Statesman (1848-1851)
The 1848 Revolution that Tocque-
ville had anticipated with misgivings
actually propelled him to the top of the
political class. Tocqueville had been
slow in supporting universal male suf-
frage for fear that the French would
elect the likes of Davy Crockett, as
he had seen the Americans do in Ten-
nessee. But he eventually warmed up
to it and even campaigned with elo-

quence. He was repaid by electoral
success in the first French universal
suffrage election in 1848. Still, he re-
mained unwilling to entrust power to
a single assembly prone to legislative
excesses. While sitting on the con-
stitutional committee of the Second
Republic, he fought unsuccessfully for
a bicameral legislature on the Amer-
ican model. He then served for three
brief months in 1849 as foreign min-
ister while French troops helped re-
store the Pope’s temporal power in
Rome. In the cabinet, he finally got
a taste of what it was like to be the
man in charge.

Tocqueville beautifully narrated
these moments in his Recollections,
published posthumously in 1890,
where he sketched extraordinary lively
portraits of key personalities ranging
from King Louis Philippe to feminist
writer and friend-of-the-revolutionaries
George Sand. His text is to be read
closely with Marx’ s classic The 18th
Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, if only
to highlight their many similarities
in social analysis leading to different
theories of history.

V-The Historian and Theoretician
of Revolution (1852-1858)

Louis Napoleon' s December 1851
coup, Tocqueville called “one of the
greatest crimes history has known.”
He consequently retired from political
life to avoid swearing allegiance to
the regime. He felt acutely for the first
time the incompatibility of political
science and the art of government.
Giving up on the latter for the former,
he turned his energies to researching
the collapse of the French old regime
and the coming of the revolution. The
Old Regime and the French Revolu-
tion (1856), a literary masterpiece, is
Tocqueville’ s ultimate achievement
as a stylist, a skill he had learned at
a young age from his beloved tutor,

the Jansenist priest Abbé Lesueur.
Tocqueville uncovered how much of
the Revolution’ s reforms had already
been implemented in the monarchy.
He denounced bureaucratic central-
ization under royal authority and its
destruction of local governments as
the primary reason for the end of
liberty. Beaumont, clearly seeing the
continuity of the Old Regime with De-
mocracy suggested “Democracy and
Liberty in France” as a possible title
for the second masterpiece.

Tocqueville died too young, at 53.
Had he lived a dozen more years, he
would have witnessed, like Marx, the
class war of 1870 that he had feared
so much in 1848. He would have seen
the return of the Republic, albeit one
that would have hardly satisfied his
aspiration for purity or assuaged his
constant fight with doubt. But doubt,
as crippling as Tocqueville felt it was
at times, was a creative force. His
American friend Charles Sumner her-
alded Tocqueville as a prophet of mo-
dernity. There is much truth in this,
but we should also consider him as
a genuine intellectual, appraising the
inconsistencies that inevitably come
with powerful thought.
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Forging a Connection bet-
ween Antislavery Senti-
ment and Political Events
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On May 29, 2013, John Brooke, Humani-
ties Distinguished Professor of History at The
Ohio State University (OSU) and a Direc-
tor of OSU Center for Historical Research,
gave a lecture called, “Forging the Civil War
North: Political Crisis, Fugitive Slaves, and
Liminal Rupture in Antebellum America,
1850-1854." He made series of lectures for
the Center for Pacific and American Studies
(CPAS) at the University of Tokyo, and this
was a continuation of the lecture given the
previous night. This lecture was based on his
current project which will be published in
the near future. Brooke teaches political and
social history in Early America and made
many publications on this field of study. His
latest book, Columbia Rising: Civil Life on
the Upper Hudson from the Revolution to the
Age of Jackson, earned him the Best Book
Prize from Society for Historians of the
Early American Republic in 2010. However,
Brooke' s major interest is not limited to
American history but extends to global envi-
ronmental history and he has been teaching
on the subject as well.

The lecture he gave discussed how to ex-
plain the causation of the Civil War. Instead
of asking why the South seceded from the
Union in the 1860s, Brooke questioned why,
how and when did the North accept the se-

cession in order to explain the political
breaks between the regions. By asking this
question, the focus of the study shifts from
how the South defended slavery to how the
northern society began to question slavery
in the country. Brooke noted that between
1848 and 1854, more people voted for the
antislavery Republican Party than before and
this rise was significant to understand the
changes witnessed in the North. He argued
that this drastic change in voting pattern was
the decisive moment in American politics
and it was driven by an emotional shift
towards antislavery. Rather than focusing
on the Kansas-Nebraska debate in 1854 and
onward as the time when the North and the
South could no longer compromise, Brooke
looked at the impact of the Fugitive Slave
Act of 1850 and two popular publications
made at that time in order to examine the
political and public changes which occurred
between the eight years when politics was
changing.

How can historians provide a convincing
evidence to explain a drive towards antisla-
very which occurred in the 1850s? Brooke
proposed a distinctive methodology to ob-
verse this by utilizing statistics and database.
Using Harriet Beecher Stowe s The Uncle
Tom’s Cabin and Stephen Foster s minstrelsy
songs as an example, Brooke had counted the
number of times these works and other key
terms such as “slavery” and “slave power”
appeared in major newspapers. He was con-
vinced that these two publications were in-
fluential and were good examples to see the

emergence of interest in antislavery. For

2013F5829HCPAStE=—I(CC

example, babies were named after Stowe' s
characters and the numbers soared after the
release and the circulation of The Uncle Tom'’s
Cabin. Stephen Foster s songs such as “Old
Folks at Home” and “My Old Kentucky
Home" were also widely known to the public
as well and both had aroused a sentiment
which shared their readership and audience.
When Stowe' s book was adapted to a theater
with Foster' s songs, another surges of press
attention occurred in the newspapers which
signified the impact of the two popular
works had.

What was striking about his method was
the usage of graphs. Brooke had combined
multiple graphs to map out the press atten-
tion to show antislavery as a the public con-
cern. Doing so, it was evident to anyone’ s
eyes that there were some correlations bet-
ween the antislavery sentiment evoked by the
publications and the political events such as
Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. The public res-
onated with the sympathetic views on slaves
which the novel and the songs inspired
and responded to slavery in a way that it
reshaped the partisan politics at that time. The
mobilization of vote by the Republican Party
had strong links with the antislavery sen-
timents. The methodology which Brooke took
the shift in politics visibly convincing with
clear correlation between the peaks of the
graph and the date of the political event.

The statistical analysis offered an alter-
native interpretation on how the rise of the
Republican Party occurred between 1850
and 1854. One of the challenges which his-
torians face is to visualize the shift in public
sphere and the power of public opinion. The
challenge magnifies in the period of Early
Republic when we cannot give palpable evi-
dence and can only assume the influence of
the cultural works. However, Brooke pro-
vided us with an example of how to utilize
the digital database to search for the key
terms to illustrate the amount of press at-
tention given at that time period. He dem-
onstrated how to bridge the gap between
social and political history by this unique
methodology.

(272 & HRUORFRERE)
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Hamlet, U.S.A.: The Call
of Stories in Writing
History
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