ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE, DEMOCRACY IN AMERICA, VOL. 2: WHAT SORT OF
DESPOTISM DEMOCRATIC NATIONS HAVE TO FEAR (1840)
Here Tocqueville explains how the democratic propensities toward centralization and apathy
threaten human liberty.
. . . When the power of the Roman emperors was at its height, the different peoples of the
empire still preserved very various customs and mores. Although they obeyed the same monarch,
most provinces had a separate administration. There were powerful and active municipalities in
profusion, and though the whole government of the empire was concentrated in the hands of the
emperor alone and he could, if necessary, decide everything, yet the details of social life and
personal everyday existence normally escaped his control.
It is true that the emperors had immense and unchecked power, so that they could use the
whole might of the empire to indulge any strange caprice. They often abused this power to
deprive a man arbitrarily of life or property. The burden of their tyranny fell most heavily on
some, but it never spread over a great number. It had a few main targets and left the rest alone. It
was violent, but its extent was limited.
But if a despotism should be established among the democratic nations of our day, it
would probably have a different character. It would be more widespread and milder; it would
degrade men rather than torment them.
. . .We have seen how, as men become more alike and more nearly equal, public mores
becomes more humane and gentle. When there is no citizen with great power or wealth, tyranny
in some degree lacks both target and stage. When all fortunes are middling, passions are
naturally restrained, imagination limited and pleasures simple. Such universal moderation
tempers the sovereign’s own spirit and keeps within certain limits the disorderly urges of desire. .
..
Taking into consideration the trivial nature of men’s passions now, the softness of their
mores, the extent of their education, the purity of their religion, their steady habits of patient
work, and the restraint which they all show in the indulgence of both their vices and their virtues,
I do not expect their leaders to be tyrants, but rather schoolmasters.
I am trying to imagine under what novel features despotism may appear in the world. In
the first place, I see an innumerable multitude of men, alike and equal, constantly circling around
in pursuit of the petty and banal pleasures with which they glut their souls. Each of them,
withdrawn into himself, is almost unaware of the fate of the rest. Mankind, for him, consists in
his children and personal friends. As for the rest of his fellow citizens, they are near enough, but
he does not notice them. He touches them but feels nothing. He exists in and for himself, and
though he still may have a family, one can at least say that he has not got a fatherland.
Over this kind of men stands an immense, protective power which is alone responsible
for securing their enjoyment and watching over their fate. That power is absolute, thoughtful of
detail, orderly, provident, and gentle. It would resemble parental authority if, fatherlike, it tried to

prepare its charges for a man’s life, but on the contrary, it only tries to keep them in perpetual
childhood. It likes to see the citizens enjoy themselves, provided that they think of nothing but
enjoyment. It gladly works for their happiness but wants to be sole agent and judge of it. It
provides for their security, foresees and supplies their necessities, facilitates their pleasures,
manages their principal concerns, directs their industry, makes rules of their testaments, and
divides their inheritances. Why should it not entirely relieve them from the trouble of thinking
and all the cares of living?
Thus it daily makes the exercise of free choice less useful and rarer, restricts the activity
of free will within a narrower compass, and little by little robs each citizen of the proper use of
his own faculties. Equality has prepared men for all this, predisposing them to endure it and often
even regard it as beneficial.
Having thus taken each citizen in turn in its powerful grasp and shaped him to its will,
government then extends its embrace to include the whole of society. It covers the whole of
social life with a network of petty, complicated rules that are both minute and uniform, through
which even men of the greatest originality and the most vigorous temperament cannot force their
heads above the crowd. It does not break men’s will, but softens, bends, and guides it; it seldom
enjoins, but often inhibits, action; it does not destroy anything, but prevents much being born; it
is not at all tyrannical, but it hinders, restrains, enervates, stifles and stultifies so much that in the
end each nation is no more than a flock of timid and hardworking animals with the government
as its shepherd.
I have always thought that this brand of orderly, gentle, peaceful slavery which I have
just described could be combined, more easily than is generally supposed, with some of the
external forms of freedom, and that there is a possibility of its getting itself established even
under the shadow of sovereignty of the people.
Our contemporaries are ever a prey to two conflicting passions: they feel the need of
guidance, and they long to stay free. Unable to wipe out these two contradictory instincts, they
try to satisfy them both together. Their imagination conceives a government which is unitary,
protective, and all-powerful, but elected by the people. Centralization is combined with the
sovereignty of the people. That gives them a chance to relax. They console themselves for being
under schoolmasters by thinking that they have chosen them themselves. Each individual lets
them put the collar on, for he sees that it is not a person, or a class of persons, but society itself
which holds the end of the chain.
Under this system the citizens quit their state of dependence just long enough to choose
their masters and then fall back into it. . . .
Subjection in petty affairs is manifest daily and touches all citizens indiscriminately. It
never drives men to despair, but continually thwarts them and leads them to give up using their
free will. It slowly stifles their spirits and enervates their souls, whereas obedience demanded
only occasionally in matters of great moment brings servitude into play only from time to time,
and its weight falls only on certain people. It does little good to summon those very citizens who
have been made so dependent on the central power to choose the representatives of that power

from time to time. However important, this brief and occasional exercise of free will does not
prevent them from gradually losing the faculty of thinking, feeling, and acting for themselves, so
that they will slowly fall below the level of humanity. . . .

