Alexis de Tocqueville (1835)
Excerpts from Democracy in America

SOCIAL CONDITION OF THE ANGLO-AMERICANS

A social condition is commonly the result of circumstances, sometimes of laws, oftener still of
these two causes united; but wherever it exists, it may justly be considered as the source of
almost all the laws, the usages, and the ideas, which regulate the conduct on nations; whatever
it does not produce, it modifies.

It is, therefore, necessary, if we would become acquainted with the legislation and the manners
of a nation, to begin by the study of its social condition.

THE STRIKING CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SOCIAL CONDITION OF THE
ANGLO-AMERICANS IS ITS ESSENTIAL DEMOCRACY

Many important observations suggest themselves upon the social condition of the
Anglo-Americans; but there is one that takes precedence of all the rest. The social condition of
the Americans is eminently democratic; this was its character at the foundation of the colonies,
and it is still more strongly marked at the present day.

[Great] equality existed among the immigrants who settled on the shores of New England. Even
the germs of aristocracy were never planted in that part of the Union. The only influence which
obtained there was that of intellect; the people became accustomed to revere certain names as
representatives of knowledge and virtue. Some of their fellow citizens acquired a power over the
others that might truly have been called aristocratic if it had been capable of transmission from
father to son.

The English laws concerning the transmission of property were abolished in almost all the states
at the time of the Revolution. The law of entail was so modified as not materially to interrupt the
free circulation of property. The first generation having passed away, estates began to be
parceled out; and the change became more and more rapid with the progress of time. And now,
after a lapse of a little more than sixty years, the aspect of society is totally altered; the families
of the great landed proprietors are almost all commingled with the general mass. In the state of
New York, which formerly contained many of these, there are but two who still keep their heads
above the stream; and they must shortly disappear.

The sons of these opulent citizens have become merchants, lawyers, or physicians. Most of
them have lapsed into obscurity. The last trace of hereditary ranks and distinctions is destroyed;
the law of partition has reduced all to one level.

I do not mean that there is any lack of wealthy individuals in the United States ; | know of no
country, indeed, where the love of money has taken stronger hold on the affections of men and



where a profounder contempt is expressed for the theory of the permanent equality of property.
But wealth circulates with inconceivable rapidity, and experience shows that it is rare to find two
succeeding generations in the full enjoyment of it.

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

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

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



Alexis de Tocqueville - Democracy in America: Reading Questions

1. Why does de Tocqueville say that political culture (the social condition) matters?

2. De Tocqueville says American political culture is “eminently democratic”. Why? What are his
reasons for drawing that conclusion?

3. What does de Tocqueville says about American wealth?

4. Ultimately, what is de Tocqueville’s conclusion about American political culture?



