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ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE
A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

Alexis de Tocqueville was born on July 29, 1805, 
in Paris. He came from a prominent though not 
wealthy aristocratic family. The family had suf-
fered during the French Revolution. Tocqueville’s 
parents had been arrested but managed to avoid 
the guillotine. Tocqueville was well educated, 
became a lawyer and judge (although he was not 
very successful at either), and became well and 
widely read, especially in the Enlightenment phi-
losophy (Rousseau and Montesquieu) that played 
such a central role in much classical social theory.

The turning point in Tocqueville’s life began on 
April 2, 1831, when he and a friend (Gustave de 
Beaumont) journeyed to the United States osten-
sibly to study the American penitentiary system. 
He saw America as a laboratory in which he could 
study, in their nascent state, such key phenom-
ena to him as democracy, equality, and freedom. 

He traveled widely throughout much of the then-developed (and some undeveloped) parts of 
the United States (and a bit of Canada), getting as far west as Green Bay (Wisconsin), Memphis 
(Tennessee), and New Orleans (Louisiana), traveling through large parts of the Northeastern, 
Middle Atlantic, and Southern states, as well as some Midwestern states east of the Missis-
sippi River. He talked to all sorts of people along the way, asked systematic questions, took 
copious notes, and allowed his interests to evolve on the basis of what he found along the way. 
Tocqueville (and Beaumont) returned to France on February 20, 1832, having spent less than 
a year studying the vast physical and social landscape of the United States, as it existed then.

It took Tocqueville some time to get started on the first volume of Democracy in America, 
but he began in earnest in late 1833 and the book was published by 1835. It was a great suc-
cess and made him famous. The irony here is that one of the classic works on democracy 
in general, and American democracy in particular, was written by a French aristocrat. He 
launched a political career while putting the finishing touches on volume two of Democracy, 
which appeared in 1840. This volume was more sociological (Aron, 1965) than the first, which 
was clearly about politics, particularly the American political system and how it compared to 
other political systems, especially the French system. (In general, Tocqueville was very favor-
ably disposed to the American system, although he had reservations about democracy more 
generally.) Volume two was not well received, perhaps because of this shift in orientation, as 
well as the book’s more abstract nature.

Tocqueville continued in politics and, even though he was an aristocrat, was comparatively 
liberal in many of his views. Of this, he said:

People ascribe to me alternatively aristocratic and democratic prejudices. If I had been 
born in another period, or in another country, I might have had either one or the other. 
But my birth, as it happened, made it easy for me to guard against both. I came into the 
world at the end of a long revolution, which, after destroying ancient institutions, created 
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