
© www.learningtogive.org 1  
 

Excerpts from Democracy in America (Civic 
Virtue Focus) 
by Alexis deTocqueville 

Democracy in America, Vol. II, Part II, Chapter Four (1831) 

It is difficult to draw a man out of his own circle to interest him in the destiny of the state, 

because he does not clearly understand what influence the destiny of the state can have upon 

his own lot. But, if it is proposed to make a road cross the end of his estate, he will see at a 

glance that there is a connection between this small public affair and his greatest private 

affairs; and he will discover, without its being shown to him, the close tie that unites private to 

general interest. Thus, far more may be done by entrusting to the citizens the administration 

of minor affairs than by surrendering to them in the control of important ones, towards 

interesting them in the public welfare and convincing them that they constantly stand in need 

of one another in order to provide for it. A brilliant achievement may win for you the favor of 

a people at one stroke; but to earn the love and respect of the population that surrounds you, 

a long succession of little services rendered and of obscure good deeds, a constant habit of 

kindness, and an established reputation for disinterestedness will be required. Local freedom, 

then, which leads a great number of citizens to value the affection of their neighbors and of 

their kindred, perpetually brings men together and forces them to help one another in spite of 

the propensities that sever them…  

 

It would be unjust to suppose that the patriotism and the zeal that every American displays for 

the welfare of his fellow citizens are wholly insincere. Although private interest directs the 

greater part of human actions in the United States as well as elsewhere, it does not regulate 

them all. I must say that I have often seen Americans make great and real sacrifices to the 

public welfare; and I have noticed a hundred instances in which they hardly ever failed to 

lend faithful support to one another. The free institutions which the inhabitants of the United 

States possess, and the political rights of which they make so much use, remind every citizen, 

and in a thousand ways, that he lives in society. They every instant impress upon his mind the 

notion that it is the duty as well as the interest of men to make themselves useful to their 

fellow creatures; and as he sees no particular ground of animosity to them, since he is never 

either their master or their slave, his heart readily leans to the side of kindness. Men attend to 

the interests of the public, first by necessity, afterwards by choice; what was intentional 

becomes an instinct, and by dint of working for the good of one's fellow citizens, the habit 

and the taste for serving them are at length acquired.  
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Democracy in America, Chapter 33 

Montaigne said long ago: "Were I not to follow the straight road for its straightness, I should 

follow it for having found by experience that in the end it is commonly the happiest and most 

useful track." The doctrine of interest rightly understood is not then new, but among the 

Americans of our time it finds universal acceptance; it has become popular there; you may 

trace it at the bottom of all their actions, you will remark it in all they say. It is as often 

asserted by the poor man as by the rich In Europe the principle of interest is much grosser 

than it is in America, but it is also less common and especially it is less avowed; among us, 

men still constantly feign great abnegation which they no longer feel.  

 

The Americans, on the other hand, are fond of explaining almost all the actions of their lives 

by the principle of self-interest rightly understood; they show with complacency how an 

enlightened regard for themselves constantly prompts them to assist one another and inclines 

them willingly to sacrifice a portion of their time and property to the welfare of the state. In 

this respect I think they frequently fail to do themselves justice, for in the United States as well 

as elsewhere people are sometimes seen to give way to those disinterested and spontaneous 

impulses that are natural to man; but the Americans seldom admit that they yield to emotions 

of this kind; they are more anxious to do honor to their philosophy than to themselves.  

 

The principle of self-interest rightly understood produces no great acts of self-sacrifice, but it 

suggests daily small acts of self-denial. By itself it cannot suffice to make a man virtuous; but 

it disciplines a number of persons in habits of regularity, temperance, moderation, foresight, 

self- command; and if it does not lead men straight to virtue by the will, it gradually draws 

them in that direction by their habits. If the principle of interest rightly understood were to 

sway the whole moral world, extraordinary virtues would doubtless be more rare; but I think 

that gross depravity would then also be less common. The principle of interest rightly 

understood perhaps prevents men from rising far above the level of mankind, but a great 

number of other men, who were falling far below it, are caught and restrained by it. Observe 

some few individuals, they are lowered by it; survey mankind, they are raised. 
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