Readings
Unit 13
•

Introduction—Elections: The Maintenance of Democracy

•

Tocqueville, Democracy in America: “How the Principle of Equality Naturally
Divides Americans Into a Multitude of Small Private Circles”

•

Machiavelli, The Prince

•

Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia

•

Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave
(see Reading in Unit 5)

Questions
1.

What did Tocqueville suggest happened to the sphere of private intercourse as the circle of
public life was expanded?

2.

Machiavelli compared fortune to several different things, what were they? Why does fortune
play such an important role in his discussion of the maintenance of the state? How did he
suggest that she can be mastered?

3.

In Query 18, what did Jefferson see as the danger presented by slavery?

4.

Why did Jefferson believe that those who labor the earth are the chosen people of god?
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Introduction—Elections: The Maintenance of Democracy
Democracy requires the participation of citizens, virtually everyone agrees. The disagreements arise in debating
over the capacities and avenues of participation. How much and in what ways should citizens participate in
government? Furthermore, what are the meanings of government? Does it include work, neighborhood, and
home?
While his name has become synonymous with a cruel self-interest, Niccolo Machiavelli’s work only really allowed
cruelty, at least the ultimate cruelty of death, when it was necessary for the protection and promotion of the
nation state. Machiavelli and Thomas Jefferson examined the role of the state in the maintenance of citizens.
Machiavelli’s account in The Prince focused on the ways that the prince should treat people in order to turn them
into citizens, while Jefferson explored the maintenance of a particular kind of citizenship. In Notes on the State of
Virginia, Jefferson explains the importance of controlling yourself during work to maintain a properly independent citizenry. While we may build monuments to Jefferson, we obedient wage-earners can only barely understand his disdain for wage labor. In many ways, Machiavelli as much as Jefferson (if not more) shares many of our
assumptions about political power and freedom.
Certainly more than those of Machiavelli or Jefferson, we share the assumptions of Frederick Douglass. Douglass’s
account of his escape to freedom from slavery, excerpted as a Reading in Unit 5, nicely displays the importance of
earning wages as a way to determine freedom in the United States, when the alternative to freedom was literal
slavery. Distinct from Jefferson’s conception of wages as teaching citizens to obey by subjecting them to the will
of the wage-giver, Douglass believed wages to be the true marker of freedom.

Unit 13

- 326 -

Democracy in America

Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America: “How the
Principle of Equality Naturally Divides Americans Into a
Multitude of Small Private Circles”
(Volume II, Part III, Chapter XIII)
It might be supposed that the final and necessary effect of democratic institutions would be to identify all the members
of the community in private as well as in public life and to compel them all to live alike, but this would be to ascribe a
very coarse and oppressive form to the equality which originates in democracy. No state of society or laws can render
men so much alike but that education, fortune, and tastes will interpose some differences between them; and though
different men may sometimes find it their interest to combine for the same purposes, they will never make it their
pleasure. They will therefore always tend to evade the provisions of law, whatever they may be; and escaping in some
respect from the circle in which the legislator sought to confine them, they will set up, close by the great political community, small private societies, united together by similitude of conditions, habits, and customs.
In the United States the citizens have no sort of pre-eminence over one another; they owe each other no mutual
obedience or respect, they all meet for the administration of justice, for the government of the state, and, in general, to treat of the affairs that concern their common welfare; but I never heard that attempts have been made to
bring them all to follow the same diversions or to amuse themselves promiscuously in the same places of
recreation.
The Americans, who mingle so readily in their political assemblies and courts of justice, are wont carefully to separate into small distinct circles in order to indulge by themselves in the enjoyments of private life. Each of them
willingly acknowledges all his fellow citizens as his equals, but will only receive a very limited number of them as
his friends or his guests. This appears to me to be very natural. In proportion as the circle of public society is
extended, it may be anticipated that the sphere of private intercourse will be contracted; far from supposing that
the members of modern society will ultimately live in common, I am afraid they will end by forming only small
coteries.
Among aristocratic nations the different classes are like vast enclosures, out of which it is impossible to get, into
which it is impossible to enter. These classes have no communication with each other, but within them men necessarily live in daily contact; even though they would not naturally suit, the general conformity of a similar condition brings them near together. But when neither law nor custom professes to establish frequent and habitual
relations between certain men, their intercourse originates in the accidental similarity of opinions and tastes;
hence private society is infinitely varied. In democracies, where the members of the community never differ much
from each other and naturally stand so near that they may all at any time be fused in one general mass, numerous
artificial and arbitrary distinctions spring up by means of which every man hopes to keep himself aloof lest he
should be carried away against his will in the crowd. This can never fail to be the case, for human institutions can
be changed, but man cannot; whatever may be the general endeavor of a community to render its members
equal and alike, the personal pride of individuals will always seek to rise above the line and to form somewhere
an inequality to their own advantage.
In aristocracies men are separated from each other by lofty stationary barriers; in democracies they are divided by
many small and almost invisible threads, which are constantly broken or moved from place to place. Thus whatever may be the progress of equality, in democratic nations a great number of small private associations will
always be formed within the general pale of political society; but none of them will bear any resemblance in its
manners to the higher class in aristocracies.
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Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince (Chapter XXV)
What Fortune Can Effect in Human Affairs, and How To Withstand Her
IT is not unknown to me how many men have had, and still have, the opinion that the affairs of the world are in
such wise governed by fortune and by God that men with their wisdom cannot direct them and that no one can
even help them; and because of this they would have us believe that it is not necessary to labour much in affairs,
but to let chance govern them. This opinion has been more credited in our times because of the great changes in
affairs which have been seen, and may still be seen, every day, beyond all human conjecture. Sometimes pondering over this, I am in some degree inclined to their opinion. Nevertheless, not to extinguish our free will, I hold
it to be true that Fortune is the arbiter of one-half of our actions, but that she still leaves us to direct the other half,
or perhaps a little less.
I compare her to one of those raging rivers, which when in flood overflows the plains, sweeping away trees and
buildings, bearing away the soil from place to place; everything flies before it, all yield to its violence, without
being able in any way to withstand it; and yet, though its nature be such, it does not follow therefore that men,
when the weather becomes fair, shall not make provision, both with defences and barriers, in such a manner that,
rising again, the waters may pass away by canal, and their force be neither so unrestrained nor so dangerous. So
it happens with fortune, who shows her power where valour has not prepared to resist her, and thither she turns
her forces where she knows that barriers and defences have not been raised to constrain her.
And if you will consider Italy, which is the seat of these changes, and which has given to them their impulse, you
will see it to be an open country without barriers and without any defence. For if it had been defended by proper
valour, as are Germany, Spain, and France, either this invasion would not have made the great changes it has made
or it would not have come at all. And this I consider enough to say concerning resistance to fortune in general.
But confining myself more to the particular, I say that a prince may be seen happy to-day and ruined to-morrow
without having shown any change of disposition or character. This, I believe, arises firstly from causes that have
already been discussed at length, namely, that the prince who relies entirely upon fortune is lost when it changes.
I believe also that he will be successful who directs his actions according to the spirit of the times, and that he
whose actions do not accord with the times will not be successful. Because men are seen, in affairs that lead to
the end which every man has before him, namely, glory and riches, to get there by various methods; one with caution, another with haste; one by force, another by skill; one by patience, another by its opposite; and each one succeeds in reaching the goal by a different method. One can also see of two cautious men the one attain his end,
the other fail; and similarly, two men by different observances are equally successful, the one being cautious, the
other impetuous; all this arises from nothing else than whether or not they conform in their methods to the spirit
of the times. This follows from what I have said, that two men working differently bring about the same effect, and
of two working similarly, one attains his object and the other does not.
Changes in estate also issue from this, for if, to one who governs himself with caution and patience, times and
affairs converge in such a way that his administration is successful, his fortune is made; but if times and affairs
change, he is ruined if he does not change his course of action. But a man is not often found sufficiently circumspect to know how to accommodate himself to the change, both because he cannot deviate from what nature
inclines him to, and also because, having always prospered by acting in one way, he cannot be persuaded that it
is well to leave it; and, therefore, the cautious man, when it is time to turn adventurous, does not know how to do
it, hence he is ruined; but had he changed his conduct with the times fortune would not have changed.
Pope Julius II went to work impetuously in all his affairs, and found the times and circumstances conform so well
to that line of action that he always met with success. Consider his first enterprise against Bologna, Messer
Giovanni Bentivogli being still alive. The Venetians were not agreeable to it, nor was the King of Spain, and he had
the enterprise still under discussion with the King of France; nevertheless he personally entered upon the expedition with his accustomed boldness and energy, a move which made Spain and the Venetians stand irresolute
and passive, the latter from fear, the former from desire to recover all the kingdom of Naples; on the other hand,
he drew after him the King of France, because that king, having observed the movement, and desiring to make
the Pope his friend so as to humble the Venetians, found it impossible to refuse him soldiers without manifestly
offending him. Therefore Julius with his impetuous action accomplished what no other pontiff with simple human
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The Prince, cont’d.

wisdom could have done; for if he had waited in Rome until he could get away, with his plans arranged and everything fixed, as any other pontiff would have done, he would never have succeeded. Because the King of France
would have made a thousand excuses, and the others would have raised a thousand fears.
I will leave his other actions alone, as they were all alike, and they all succeeded, for the shortness of his life did
not let him experience the contrary; but if circumstances had arisen which required him to go cautiously, his ruin
would have followed, because he would never have deviated from those ways to which nature inclined him.
I conclude therefore that, fortune being changeful and mankind steadfast in their ways, so long as the two are in
agreement men are successful, but unsuccessful when they fall out. For my part I consider that it is better to be
adventurous than cautious, because fortune is a woman, and if you wish to keep her under it is necessary to beat
and ill-use her; and it is seen that she allows herself to be mastered by the adventurous rather than by those who
go to work more coldly. She is, therefore, always, woman-like, a lover of young men, because they are less
cautious, more violent, and with more audacity command her.
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Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia
1743-1826

Query 18—”Manners”
The particular customs and manners that may happen to be received in that state?
Manners
It is difficult to determine on the standard by which the manners of a nation may be tried, whether catholic, or
particular. It is more difficult for a native to bring to that standard the manners of his own nation, familiarized to
him by habit. There must doubtless be an unhappy influence on the manners of our people produced by the existence of slavery among us. The whole commerce between master and slave is a perpetual exercise of the most
boisterous passions, the most unremitting despotism on the one part, and degrading submissions on the other.
Our children see this, and learn to imitate it; for man is an imitative animal. This quality is the germ of all education in him. From his cradle to his grave he is learning to do what he sees others do. If a parent could find no
motive either in his philanthropy or his self-love, for restraining the intemperance of passion towards his slave, it
should always be a sufficient one that his child is present. But generally it is not sufficient. The parent storms, the
child looks on, catches the lineaments of wrath, puts on the same airs in the circle of smaller slaves, gives a loose
to his worst of passions, and thus nursed, educated, and daily exercised in tyranny, cannot but be stamped by it
with odious peculiarities. The man must be a prodigy who can retain his manners and morals undepraved by such
circumstances. And with what execration should the statesman be loaded, who permitting one half the citizens
thus to trample on the rights of the other, transforms those into despots, and these into enemies, destroys the
morals of the one part, and the amor patriae of the other. For if a slave can have a country in this world, it must be
any other in preference to that in which he is born to live and labour for another: in which he must lock up the
faculties of his nature, contribute as far as depends on his individual endeavours to the evanishment of the human
race, or entail his own miserable condition on the endless generations proceeding from him. With the morals of
the people, their industry also is destroyed. For in a warm climate, no man will labour for himself who can make
another labour for him. This is so true, that of the proprietors of slaves a very small proportion indeed are ever seen
to labour. And can the liberties of a nation be thought secure when we have removed their only firm basis, a conviction in the minds of the people that these liberties are of the gift of God? That they are not to be violated but
with his wrath? Indeed I tremble for my country when reflect that God is just: that his justice cannot sleep for ever:
that considering numbers, nature and natural means only, a revolution of the wheel of fortune, an exchange of
situation, is among possible events: that it may become probable by supernatural interference! The Almighty has
no attribute which can take side with us in such a contest.—But it is impossible to be temperate and to pursue
this subject through the various considerations of policy, of morals, of history natural and civil. We must be contented to hope they will force their way into every one’s mind. I think a change already perceptible, since the
origin of the present revolution. The spirit of the master is abating, that of the slave rising from the dust, his condition mollifying, the way I hope preparing, under the auspices of heaven, for a total emancipation, and that this
is disposed, in the order of events, to be with the consent of the masters, rather than by their extirpation.

Query 19—”Manufactures”
The present state of manufactures, commerce, interior and exterior trade?
Manufactures
We never had an interior trade of any importance. Our exterior commerce has suffered very much from the beginning of the present contest. During this time we have manufactured within our families the most necessary articles of cloathing. Those of cotton will bear some comparison with the same kinds of manufacture in Europe; but
those of wool, flax and hemp are very coarse, unsightly, and unpleasant: and such is our attachment to agriculture, and such our preference for foreign manufactures, that be it wise or unwise, our people will certainly return
as soon as they can, to the raising raw materials, and exchanging them for finer manufactures than they are able
to execute themselves.
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Notes on the State of Virginia, cont’d.

The political economists of Europe have established it as a principle that every state should endeavour to manufacture for itself: and this principle, like many others, we transfer to America, without calculating the difference of
circumstance which should often produce a difference of result. In Europe the lands are either cultivated, or
locked up against the cultivator. Manufacture must therefore be resorted to of necessity not of choice, to support
the surplus of their people. But we have an immensity of land courting the industry of the husbandman. Is it best
then that all our citizens should be employed in its improvement, or that one half should be called off from that
to exercise manufactures and handicraft arts for the other? Those who labour in the earth are the chosen people
of God, if ever he had a chosen people, whose breasts he has made his peculiar deposit for substantial and genuine virtue. It is the focus in which he keeps alive that sacred fire, which otherwise might escape from the face of
the earth. Corruption of morals in the mass of cultivators is a phaenomenon of which no age nor nation has furnished an example. It is the mark set on those, who not looking up to heaven, to their own soil and industry, as
does the husbandman, for their subsistance, depend for it on the casualties and caprice of customers. Dependance begets subservience and venality, suffocates the germ of virtue, and prepares fit tools for the designs of
ambition. This, the natural progress and consequence of the arts, has sometimes perhaps been retarded by accidental circumstances: but, generally speaking, the proportion which the aggregate of the other classes of citizens
bears in any state to that of its husbandmen, is the proportion of its unsound to its healthy parts, and is a goodenough barometer whereby to measure its degree of corruption. While we have land to labour then, let us never
wish to see our citizens occupied at a work-bench, or twirling a distaff. Carpenters, masons, smiths, are wanting in
husbandry: but, for the general operations of manufacture, let our work-shops remain in Europe. It is better to
carry provisions and materials to workmen there, than bring them to the provisions and materials, and with them
their manners and principles. The loss by the transportation of commodities across the Atlantic will be made up
in happiness and permanence of government. The mobs of great cities add just so much to the support of pure
government, as sores do to the strength of the human body. It is the manners and spirit of a people which preserve a republic in vigour. A degeneracy in these is a canker which soon eats to the heart of its laws and
constitution.
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