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On Faith and Democracy as a New Form of Religion: A Few Tocquevillian Reflections!

“Faith in common opinion will become a sort of
religion whose prophet will be the majority”

~ Tocqueville

L A problem of liberal modernity?
Three decades ago, in his influential book After Virtue (1981), Alasdair Maclntyre advanced one
of the most trenchant arguments against liberalism that has elicited a wide array of responses and
heated debates. The values of economic and political liberalism, he argued, are based on (what
he called) an emotivist and relativist culture which uncritically celebrates the total autonomy of
the individual will and slowly leads to the gradual but inevitable decomposition of the social
fabric. The main culprit, in Maclntyre’s view, is liberal individualism, the dominant doctrine of
the last three centuries that shapes our norms and beliefs and has had a strong influence upon our
social institutions and values. As society becomes atomized, so the story goes, it eventually turns
into a mere “collection of citizens of nowhere,””? detached from each other and pursuing interests
that are often at odds with the common good. “The barbarians are not waiting beyond the
frontiers,” Maclntyre warned his readers, “they have already been governing us for quite some

time and it is our lack of consciousness of this that constitutes part of our predicament.””



Maclntyre’s critique of liberal modernity still resonates today and the debate seems
unlikely to be settled anytime soon. In an interesting exchange published in the August 2012
issue of First Things, Patrick Deneen reiterated some of MaclIntyre’s concerns when arguing that
liberalism is unsustainable in a fundamental respect.* “The first revolution, and the most basic
and distinctive aspect of liberalism,” Deneen argued, “is to base politics upon the idea of
voluntarism—the free, unfettered, and autonomous choice of individuals” seen as radically
independent and autonomous persons who can choose to engage in legitimate social relations
only based upon their explicit consent. By grounding all relationships between autonomous
individuals in a voluntaristic logic, liberalism, in Deneen’s view, cannot enforce order and is
unable to constitute social norms needed to sustain the practice and experience of self-
governance in local communities. Neither MacIntyre nor Deneen seem to believe that this is a
uniquely American phenomenon and they both criticize liberalism generally, often referring to
the “liberal project.”™ They view what they take to be the modern predicament as an expression
of liberalism’s deeply individualistic roots which illustrate, in turn, the distinctively modern
anthropological individualism, characterized by a clear preference for individual autonomy and a
deep-seated skepticism toward any form of self-limitation and self-restraint.

Individualism, negatively perceived, has long been a concern of those skeptical of
individual autonomy and liberal thought in general. It might be useful to remember that this
protean concept was invented in the crucible of post-Revolutionary France as the country was
making its swift transition to modern industrial society. As Konraad Swart showed in a path-
breaking article published five decades ago, the perplexing variety of meanings associated with

individualism and the present-day confusion about its real meaning have an interesting history



which dates back to the nineteenth century when the word was invented.® Individualism was then
a term simultaneously used to designate the political doctrine associated with the rights of man,
the economic doctrine of laissez-faire liberalism, and the cult of Romantic or Protestant
individualism, sometimes bound up with a radical rejection of the status quo. Often, the three
were related to each other. Some like Joseph de Maistre attributed the evils associated to political
liberalism to the French Revolution and Protestantism which they took to task for furthering the
atomization of society. Others like Marx denounced individualism for being the engine of
economic liberalism and, as such, the main culprit for the large-scale disruption and alienation
brought forth by modern capitalism. Most of these critiques shared the view that individualism
is responsible for the waning of traditional social structures, values, and norms and thus is a
serious threat to political and social order.

This story has already been told and it is relatively well-known. What some describe in
term of a loss of traditional norms and values has been characterized by others as a step toward
full individual autonomy, liberated from the shackles and constraints of an older hierarchical
world. What we would like to do here is to emphasize a counter-narrative about liberal
democracy’s relationship to individualism by using the insights of two leading representatives of
nineteenth-century French social and political thought whose writings have rarely been
connected to each other. To examine the relationship between democracy, individualism,
authority, and religion we focus on Abbé de Lamennais’s critique of individualism and
Tocqueville’s analysis of democratic life between which, as we shall demonstrate, one can find a
number of important affinities and differences. By juxtaposing Tocqueville’s views on

democratic individualism with those held by a major critic of modern liberal democracy such as



Lamennais, we seek to demonstrate that Tocqueville departs from him in both his diagnosis of
the democratic problem (the perils of individualism) and his proposed solution (“civil” religion).
Whereas Lamennais believed that the essential problem of democracy was the erosion of
authority and that a primary task of modern life was to re-establish it by means of “true” religion,
Tocqueville demonstrated how a new form of authority emerges in modern democratic society
and how this democratic authority is self-generating and tends to become all-powerful, requiring
proper limitation, not reinforcement. We also show how Tocqueville, long rightly seen is a critic
of individualism and egoism, critiques them while also showing that individualism does not
prevent the establishment of a new form of “religion” sui generis along with a new form of
conformity to common opinion. That conformity unthinkingly celebrates mass opinion and the
core tenets of democratic life: equality and individual autonomy. Tocqueville claimed that these
democratic values and principles are held so unquestioningly that individualism produces a faith
in democracy that takes on the characteristics of a new form of “religion.” While Lamennais
assumed that genuine belief in Christianity was central to any solution to indifference and
atomization, Tocqueville held a more complex view by which he praised democratically
modified forms of traditional religion while also noticing that belief in them, like the belief in
democratic values themselves, was essentially dogmatic.

In the first part of our paper, we draw upon and extend the pioneering work of Lucien
Jaume on Tocqueville’s analysis of democracy as a new form of religion.” In the second part of
our essay, we show how the rise of individualism triggers a shift in the nature of religion in
modern society by dint of which traditional attributes of religion such as hope, transcendence,

and belief are transferred from the otherworld to democracy itself (and, sometimes, to its organ



of power, the state). In the final section, we explore a tension at the heart of Tocqueville’s
analysis of religion in America that sheds fresh light on the original theme of this essay, the
relationship between individualism, authority, and democratic religion.
1. Authority and individualism in liberal democratic society

It is not a mere accident that the term individualisme gained wide currency in Saint-Simonian
circles in 1820s France, as the country was making its belated transition from feudalism into
modern capitalism. Konraad Swart traced back the first usage to an issue of Le Producteur,
Jjournal de lindustrie, des sciences et des beaux-arts in 1826.% Within a few years, the term
“individualisme” came to be seen as a metaphor for the disintegration of society and was
employed by a variety of authors writing from different ideological and methodological
perspectives to express dissatisfaction with the post-revolutionary order. The denunciation of
individualism was a major trope in the writings of many critics of democracy who claimed that
its principles erode authority and produce anarchic individualism.

Due to the excellent scholarship published in the last several decades, it is now well-
established that Tocqueville was quite familiar with conservative critics of the liberal democracy,
including Lamennais. While he disagreed with their overall assessment of political democracy,
he paid special attention to one of their key concerns: the fate of authority in democratic times.
Conservative critics of democracy worried that the new form of democratic individualism was
subverting social and moral authority, paving the way to anomie and anarchy. Tocqueville took
distance from these criticisms while giving voice to his own concerns. Unlike those opponents of
liberalism who thought that individualism would erode communal ideals and was therefore

inherently schismatic, dissociative, and unsustainable, Tocqueville argued that democratic



individualism is bound to create new and powerful forms of authority that restrain and limit the
individual will, though not always in salutary ways. He also added that individualism, somewhat
paradoxically, feeds into and ultimately promotes the power of mass opinion. Rather than
undermining authority, individualism recreates it on a new basis.

As Lucien Jaume demonstrated, the intellectual dialogue between Félicit¢é Robert de
Lamennais (1782—1854) and Tocqueville is helpful for understanding the latter’s views on
authority in modern democracy. Lamennais was the author of several notable books and one of
the most vocal Catholic writers in France in the early nineteenth century. Although he admired
some of the ideas of ultra-conservatives such as Joseph de Maistre and Louis de Bonald, he was
closer to the French liberal Catholics.® For some time, he edited /’Avenir, an influential journal
best remembered today for its unforgettable motto “God and Liberty.”'? His most important work
was the four-volume Essai sur l'indifférence en matiere de religion (1817-1824), which earned
him the reputation of the new Bossuet and a visit to the Vatican in 1824, where he was received
warmly by Pope Leo XII (the relations with the Vatican would deteriorate later).!! Among those
who became particularly close to Lamennais were two distinguished liberal Catholics, the young
Count Charles de Montalembert and Father Henri Lacordaire, who would succeed Tocqueville at
the Académie Frangaise in 1861. The encyclical of Pope Gregory XVI, Mirari Vos, issued in
1832 was critical of Lamennais’s ideas, and signaled how far apart Lamennais and his former
friends at the Vatican had become. Lamennais further radicalized his ideas in his Paroles d’'un
croyant (1834), signaling his complete rupture with the official Church. Despite his differences
with the Holy See he was never formally excommunicated (he would still consider himself

Catholic in 1836). 12,



Lamennais published his early and best known work, Essay on the Indifference towards
Religious Matters between 1817 and 1824. Tocqueville certainly knew of the work and of
Lamennais because he sent the latter a copy of Volume One of Democracy in America (1835)
with a letter in which he wrote that “no one professes deeper respect or warmer admiration for
your character and writings than I.”!3 Despite some hint of disingenuous flattery characteristic of
a young author desirous of gaining public approval for his first book, the thematic connection
between the two authors suggests that Tocqueville did in fact learn a great deal from Lamennais’s
work.

The Essay provides a thorough critique of modern individualism. It begins with a
description of the profound transformation at work in modern society the roots of which can be
traced back to Descartes and the philosophes. Lamennais critiqued the philosophical and
individualistic foundations of modernity that, in his mind, paved the way for universal doubt and
social anarchy. He decried the waning of sacred principles and fixed laws along with the
disappearance of what he called public reason. More generally, he lamented the instability of
public institutions and moral life, which produced a culture of doubt and uncertainty.!4
Lamennais believed that the social and political chaos manifested by the surrounding social and
political institutions mirrored the moral disorder and the disintegrating effects triggered by the
belief according to which individual reason and will ought to be seen as the sole criterion of
truth. Where every individual becomes his own law, the rational consequence, Lamennais
argued, is widespread anarchy. In reality, he insisted, individual reason is always inferior to
social reason and must unconditionally submit to it: “Authority, or the general reason, or what all

men are agreed upon, is the rule for governing the judgments of the individual man.”!> Once /a



raison publigue—that is, the mixture of traditions, customs, social knowledge, and precepts that
govern social interaction—is destroyed, there is nothing that can prevent or diminish the
confusion between truth and falsehood. This explains, according to him, the growing chaos in
society and the predominant uncertainty in ideas, doctrines, and institutions.!® Under these
circumstances, the people become restless and confused and, in an attempt to rid themselves of
the fear of living in darkness and uncertainty, they come to espouse “terrible beliefs”'” which can
only bring about spurious and false certitudes.

Lamennais saw all these changes as nefarious consequences of the existence of a few
principles of division at the core of the new democratic society which he denounced in
unambiguous terms. Two philosophies, he claimed, compete for supremacy in the modern world:
one of them tends to bring people together while the other separates and isolates them. The first
protects individuals by integrating the individual into social norms, while the second contributes
to the slow destruction of society by reducing everything social norms to corrosive individual
judgement. The first principle emphasizes generality, authority, common beliefs, and duties to a
universal and invariable law; the second principle emphasizes particularity, individual interests,
and independence. In the individualistic mindset, duties are subordinated to rights and general
norms and beliefs to individual opinion. Each individual conceives himself as self-sufficient and
autonomous and obeys only the laws he has prescribed himself, considering his individual reason
as the sole ground of certitude. Once this process of individualization of society unfolds, it is
irreversible and leads to general anarchy. As a result, Lamennais argued, the very existence of
society is gradually called into question, as constant change and pervasive social mobility tend to

undermine established traditions, customs, social norms, ways of life, and mores. '8



This idea can be found in an important text of Lamennais from 1825 which predates and
anticipates to some extent Tocqueville’s analysis of democracy. The character of modern
democracy, Lamennais remarked, is constant mobility. Everything changes at a terrifying speed
following and reflecting the incessant evolution of passions, opinions, and interests. Not
surprisingly, the institutions and laws themselves are in permanent flux, thus contributing further
to the acceleration of social and political life.!® In Lamennais’s view, the driving forces behind
this profound transformation are extreme individualism, doubt, and religious indifference. Doubt,
he opined, contributes to the erosion of “a common fund of recognized truths, proclaimed rights,
and a general order which nobody imagined could be turned upside down.”?® Today, Lamennais
continued, all links between individuals are broken and man finds himself alone, a mere monad
surrounded by many other free floating monads, separated from each other. Faith in the existence
(or possibility) of a common good has disappeared and individuals no longer know what to do
and what to believe in. They move in too many directions at once and their actions create
universal disorder and instability in opinions and institutions.?! As such, Lamennais confidently
claimed, the root of evil has a new name and face: it is an extreme form of individualism and the

undisputed reign of individual will which recognizes no other authority than itself.??

The numerous references to la raison sociale, a key concept in Lamennais’s works, are
far from accidental and deserve more attention in the present context. As we have seen, he
believed that the attacks upon and the extinction of social reason would, in the end, lead to social
disintegration and anarchy. To avoid the latter, he believed that modern individuals must
acknowledge the existence of a “social reason” superior to—and placed above—their individual

wills. While elevating the social reason above its individual counterpart, Lamennais did not
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condemn the latter in the same way as Joseph de Maistre or Louis de Bonald had done before
him by taking Protestantism (broadly defined) to task for creating all the evils in modern society.
Lamennais condemned first and foremost the universal drive to absolute individual independence
and autonomy, a tendency which, he believed, went beyond the borders of Protestantism—it
could be found in Rousseau as well— and applied to the entire modern world.??> In Lammenais’s
view, this extreme form of individualism was threatening to corrupt society and destroy the set of

common doctrines and the principle of unity without which no society could properly function.

Lamennais concluded that, in order to survive and prosper, modern society needs a new
form of authority capable of keeping the emerging intellectual anarchy at bay. He tried to
imagine the possibility of a new form of authority in modern democratic societies capable of
tempering and restraining individuals wills while providing genuine certitude. A central piece of
that authority, in his mind, was the belief in what he called “true religion.” Authority, Lamennais
insisted, 1s “the general means offered to people to discern the true religion” which relies upon
“the greatest visible authority.”?* All philosophies, he went on, lead to universal doubt and, as
such, they tend to subvert authority. And yet, Lamennais added, absolute doubt is “impossible for

b

man,” and human reason, when letting itself be guided only by skepticism and doubt, places
human beings into a state contrary to their nature, since the latter itself is “the force to believe.”?
We all start our lives by obeying and cannot stray away from this path. In the absence of the

ideas we are bound to receive without questioning, Lamennais concluded, we would fall into

powerlessness and would be unable to think or act properly.

At first glance, there seems to be much that brings Tocqueville and Lamennais together,

both in their diagnosis of the pathologies of democracy and also in their use of religion as a
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solution to the problems of liberal democracy. They held, however, different opinions about the
nature of democracy and the relationship between the democracy, individualism, and religion. A
former student of Guizot whose lectures on the history of civilization in Europe he assiduously
followed in 1828, Tocqueville sought to unearth the historical roots of the progress of democracy
understood as a progressive equalization of conditions. In an unpublished note, Tocqueville
offers the following account of this process. “In the Middle Ages,” he wrote, “it was believed
that all opinions had to follow from authority” and that philosophy took “the characteristics of a
religion.” In the eighteenth century, “the extreme of the opposite state was reached” and people
claimed “to appeal for all things only to individual reason and to chase dogmatic beliefs away
entirely.”?® The situation began to change at the outset of the nineteenth century. Today,
Tocqueville added, “the movement still continues in the minds of a second order, but the others
understand and accept that received beliefs and discovered beliefs, authority and liberty,
individualism and social force are needed at the very same time. The whole question is to decide
the limits of these two things.”?” While Tocqueville and Lamennais disagreed about the nature of
the proper limits, they did agree to some extent on the phenomenon of individualism that

required limitation.

On many points, Tocqueville’s analysis of the pathologies of modern life seems very
similar to that of Lamennais. In a note to the opening chapter on the philosophical method of the
Americans, Tocqueville describes the ultimate consequences of this change in a tone that
reminds us of Lamennais’s critical diagnosis of modern society as increasingly devoid of true
authority. Tocqueville points out the “general revolt against all authority,” which he equates with

the “attempt to appeal to individual reason in all things.”?® He then goes on to add that, while this
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“essentially democratic” phenomenon had begun in the eighteenth century, it takes a much more
radical form in the age of democracy, when conditions are becoming increasingly equal. This is
important because it makes possible, somewhat paradoxically, a new form of servitude in the age
of democracy that he calls soft despotism. One of the consequences of the rise of individualism,
in Tocqueville’s (and Lamennais’s) view is that each individual becomes accustomed to having
“only confused and changing notions” on the fundamental questions regarding personal and
social life. Individual opinions tend to be, for the most part, poorly defended and easily
abandoned, and one sees the authority of former beliefs challenged, eroded, or destroyed without
being replaced by anything similar. Tocqueville was anxious about this “intellectual anarchy”
and commented on the negative consequences of the spread of a new form of skepticism which,
he believed, was a bad omen for the future: “We see on this point more disorder than we will
ever see.”? Although he refers here to disorder rather than indifference as Lamennais had done
before, it is accurate to say that the overall social and moral condition that concerns Tocqueville
was the same intellectual vacuum denounced in Lamennais’s Essai sur l'indifférence en matiere

de religion.

Tocqueville and Lamennais also shared a similar concern that commercial democratic
society could become entirely absorbed in material affairs and would neglect the spiritual and
transcendent aspects of life. They both traced in part the democratic tendency to selfish solipsism
to the philosophy of the Enlightenment, although they differed in their general assessment of the
latter. These themes are all quite apparent in the beginning of Volume Two of Democracy. There
Tocqueville famously begins with the philosophic, Cartesian method of the Americans which

seeks all truth “by yourself and in yourself alone” and appeals to the “individual effort of their
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own intellect.””® These concerns are echoed and deepened in Tocqueville’s chapter on
“Individualism in Democratic Countries”, where he laments and seeks to counter the tendency of
democratic life to produce the habits of “withdraw[al] to the side with his family and his friends,
so that, after thus creating a small society for his own use, he willingly abandons the large
society to itself” and “encloses him within the solitude of his own heart.”3! In sum, although
there were important differences between their understanding of democracy and individualism,
both Tocqueville and Lamennais feared that democracy, if left unchecked, would produce social
disintegration, civic apathy, and extreme privatization such that the social interests of citizens

would be restricted to the narrow circle of their families and friends..

But the confluence between Lamennais and Tocqueville only goes so far, both in their
analysis of democratic pathologies and in their recommended solutions. It is true that Tocqueville
thought that individualism was a dangerous tendency of democratic modernity, but his analysis
of individualism feeds into his deeper concern about democratic conformity, a topic not
examined by Lamennais. It is in his analysis of democratic conformity that Tocqueville reveals
his original genius and offers a different analysis of the democratic predicament than Lamennais.
In the first volume of Democracy, Tocqueville expressed his deep worry that the loss of
secondary bodies and the tendency of democracy to engender mass politics would produce a
tyranny of the majority that would exclude dissent and restrain free thought. In the United States,
he famously claimed, there is less freedom of the mind than anywhere else. These concerns are
repeated and amplified in Volume Two of Democracy where, in the second chapter, Tocqueville
explains how a culture with an individualistic Cartesian mindset does not produce the intellectual

independence which Lamennais feared, but a paradoxical conformity to mass opinion. In an
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unpublished note, Tocqueville remarks that “it is to the mass alone that each individual hands
over the care of forming for him opinions that he cannot form for himself on a great number of
matters.”3? He further writes that “as citizens become more equal and more similar, the tendency
of each blindly to believe a certain man or a certain class decreases. The disposition to believe
the mass increases, and more and more it is opinion that leads the world.”??> While Lamennais
feared the dissolution of all beliefs and the rise of intellectual anarchy, Tocqueville’s analysis
reveals that he thought no such dissolution and intellectual anarchy would occur. Rather, it is
likely that democratic times would have greater conformity than aristocratic centuries. This is a
striking reversal.

Tocqueville’s concern about democratic conformity reveals how his analysis of
democratic modernity departs from Lamennais on another crucial topic: the nature of authority in
modern society. If Tocqueville’s primary lenses of analysis of democracy were equality and
liberty, as Lucien Jaume has convincingly demonstrated, the fate of authority in modern times
was also of great interest to him. Lamennais thought that the danger in democratic times was the
erosion of authority and the ensuing intellectual confusion and anarchy. Tocqueville, on the other
hand, thought that authority is always located (and found) somewhere, since the inflexible law of
the human condition is such that man cannot form all his opinions by himself. Individuals are
“always be brought and held together by some principal ideas; and that cannot happen without
each one of them coming at times to draw his opinions from the same source and consenting to
receive a certain number of ready-made beliefs.”?* Without such beliefs, Tocqueville wrote,
“there are no common beliefs and consequently no common action; so they are necessary to

society.”>
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In spite of the fact that a democracy that promotes individual autonomy and choice seems to
be contrary to dogmatic beliefs, individuals living in democratic times have neither time nor
strength of mind necessary to develop their own opinions on all the matters that are of interest to
them. Hence, they are led to rely on ready-made opinions that they “receive on trust and without
discussion.”® As such, Tocqueville explained, “dogmatic beliefs are supports necessary for the
weakness of men. ... A belief is an instrument that you have not fabricated yourself, but that you
use because you lack the time to look for something better.”?” Dogmatic beliefs, necessary at all
times, are also found in democracy. “So no matter what happens, authority must always be found
somewhere in the intellectual and moral world. Its place is variable, but it necessarily has a
place. [...] Thus, the question is not to know if an intellectual authority exists in democratic
centuries, but only to know where its repository is and what extent it will be.”?® Since authority
is no longer found in aristocratic persons, the danger in democratic times, in Tocqueville’s mind,
is that there would be no other source of authority than a monolithic and potentially intolerant
mass opinion. On this view, the danger of democratic times is not, as Lamennais thought,
corrosive individualism and indifference toward religion, but the fact that individualism feeds
into the power of mass opinion and undermines freedom of thought, empowering the majority to
do as it will, and endangering the rights of minorities. For Tocqueville, unlike Lamennais, the
problem of modernity is not simply that individualism erodes authority and subverts order; it is
rather the fact that it is ultimately coevil with the problem of too much authority and order.

IIl.  Democracy as a new faith and form of “religion”

But what kind of authority is bound to emerge in democratic times and why would it be

detrimental to individual liberty? Is authority in the strong sense of the word even possible in a
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democratic society composed of free and independent individuals who instinctively apply the
philosophical precepts of Descartes to their daily choices? If so, what would be the foundation of
certainty in such a society? Tocqueville’s answers to these questions are derived from his views
on individualism and religion and his reflections on the choice between liberty and equality
facing individuals in democratic societies.3® It is worth noting the type of language Tocqueville
chose to describe the new authority in democratic times. He notes that the foundational tenets of
democracy—the autonomy of the individual, the equality of all—are often held in ways
analogous to religious belief and with the same fervor. It is not a mere coincidence that
Tocqueville sometimes employs quasi-religious vocabulary to describe the nature of authority in
democratic life, using terms such as the majority as “prophet” and the state as a “shepherd of the
flock.” In his view, democracy not only is capable of eroding traditional forms of religious belief,
it can itself become the simulacrum of traditional religion.

This religious terminology comes fully to light in Volume Two of Democracy in America,
where Tocqueville explores the consequences of the appearance of new forms of democratic
authority. Democracy’s primary beliefs are held religiously insofar as they resemble tenets of
faith, generate fervent emotions, and become sources of general meaning.*’ Individuals place all
their hopes in the possibility of democracy itself, and the government, the organ that fulfills
democratic longings, becomes the source of hope and the divine shepherd that guides the flock.4!
At the same time that democracy becomes more akin to a religion, it “extricate[s] religion from
[traditional] forms, practices, and figures, as men become more democratic.”*> But while
democratic faith replaces traditional faith, it inherits and carried on a number of its

characteristics. Democracy is not simply the movement from faith to secularism but the transfer
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of hopes, longings, and beliefs from one sphere to another.¥? Against the background of the
gradual erosion and displacement of traditional institutions and practices in modern society,
democratic principles and values acquire a new status and image. In democratic societies, the
new form of faith in equality and public opinion grants an aura of sacredness to the majority by
investing the latter with the attributes of a powerful “prophet” that is the source of the solution to
mankind’s problems. The wisdom and reason of the majority represent now the hope and
democratic promise to ease suffering and produce freedom and well-being.

As Patrick Deneen remarked, this quasi-religious symbolism of democracy, a powerful
and seductive combination of sacred language, belief in progress, and secular hope in the
universality of democratic principles has been a constant feature of the American political
discourse on democracy whose roots can be traced back to Walt Whitman. 4 This was anticipated
by Tocqueville himself who, unlike the great American poet, drew mixed conclusions. In the
final chapter of Volume One of Democracy, he describes the new republican religion as follows:

In the United States, the religion of the greatest number itself is republican; it
subjects the truths of the other world to individual reason, as politics relinquishes
to the good sense of all the responsibility for the interests of this one; and it agrees
that each man should freely take the path that will lead him to heaven, in the same
way that the law recognizes the right of each citizen to choose his government.*’
As Tocqueville himself acknowledges, “religion itself reigns there much less as revealed doctrine
than as common opinion.”#® He elaborates on this point in a long and very interesting note

(which he chose not to include in the final text) where he distinguishes between “true” religion
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and the new democratic religion in which the majority enjoys virtually absolute power.
Tocqueville writes:
A religion is a power whose movements are regulated in advance and that moves
within a known sphere, and many people believe that within this sphere its effects
are beneficial, and that a dogmatic religion better manages to obtain the desirable
effects of a religion than one that is rational. The majority is a (illegible word)
power that moves in a way haphazardly and can spread successively to
everything. Religion is law, the omnipotence of the majority is arbitrariness.*’
The problem identified by Tocqueville is that the new form of democratic faith, based
simultaneously on the authority of the individual and the infallible authority of collective
opinion, contains within itself the potential seeds of arbitrariness and despotism. Hence, he
believes that it must be countervailed by traditional religions and dogmas that rely on a different
type of authority and place the object of man’s desires beyond and above the goods of this world.
In another revealing note written for the same chapter (Of the Principal Source of Beliefs
among Democratic Peoples), Tocqueville stressed the link between traditional forms of religion
and modern democratic faith as follows:
New sources of beliefs. Authority. Sources of beliefs among democratic peoples.
To put in, before or after the chapters in which I treat the influence of equality on
philosophy and religion. Religion—authority. Philosophy—Iliberty. What 1is
happening in the United States in the matter of religion is proof of this. (Illegible
word) difficulty for men to stop at common ideas. Remedy for that in the future.

This difficulty is something more revolutionary than democratic.*3
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The equation between religion and authority in this passage is as striking as that between
philosophy and liberty. The two concepts must, of course, be interpreted metaphorically, as
demonstrated by another important note, in which Tocqueville explains: “By philosophy I mean
all that the individual discovers by the individual effort of his reason. By religion I mean all that
he accepts without discussing it. So philosophy and religion are two natural antagonists. ...
Philosophy is needed and religions are needed.”® Liberty and authority, he writes in yet another
note, “will always divide the intellectual world into two parts. These two parts will be more or
less unequal depending on the centuries. Authority can be exercised in the name of one certain
power or in the name of another; but authority itself will continue to exist.”°

What Tocqueville emphasizes in these fascinating notes is that all societies—and, above
all, democratic ones—need a balance between what he called “religion” (that is, authority) and
“philosophy” (that is, liberty), both of which are essential to the preservation of liberty and
pluralism. If one were to prevail at the expense of the other, society would succumb either to
despotism or anarchy. The question that preoccupies Tocqueville is whether or not modern
democracy can offer such a happy marriage between authority and liberty, or, to use his terms
again, between “religion” and “philosophy.” Depending on the fate of this union, liberty or
servitude would prevail in modern society. Viewed from this perspective, the new forms of
democratic authority that are held analogously to religious beliefs need to be moderated.
Paradoxically it is traditional religion that balances democratic faith. Traditional religion must
balance faith in democracy in order for the latter to survive and go forward.

This complex balancing is both demonstrated and complicated by a seminal note of

Tocqueville that deserves to be quoted in full:
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Faith in common opinion is the faith of democratic nations. The majority is the
prophet; you believe it without reasoning. You follow it confidently without
discussion. It exerts an immense pressure on individual intelligence. The moral
dominion of the majority is perhaps called to replace traditional religion to a certain
point or to perpetuate certain ones of them, if it protects them. But then religion would
live more like common opinion than like religion. Its strength would be more
borrowed than its own. All this can be supported by the example of the Americans.
Men will never be able to deepen all their ideas by themselves. That is contrary to
their limited nature. The most (illegible word) and the most free genius believes a
million things on the faith of others. So moral authority no matter what you do must
be found somewhere in the moral world. Its place is variable, but a place is necessary
for it. Man needs to believe dogmatically a host of things, were it only to have the
time to discuss a few others of them. This authority is principally called religion in
aristocratic centuries. It will perhaps be named majority in democratic centuries, or
rather common opinion.>!
There are many possible interpretations of this fragment and we would like to emphasize only
one for the moment. The implication of Tocqueville’s view is that democracy should not be
interpreted as an exit from religion, but rather as an avatar or metamorphosis of religion broadly
defined.’? Tocqueville is ambivalent about this development and he is far from sanguine about it.
He notes that democratic individuals are expected “to believe without reasoning” and notes that
the new democratic faith becomes faith in equality and public opinion understood as the voice of

the majority. As such, these dogmatic beliefs accepted without individual consent become the
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locus of the new moral authority in democracy. There is a deep irony or contradiction here that
does not escape Tocqueville’s perceptive eye. He sees that this democratic faith is needed but he
is not sure whether this is the best form of faith that serves the cause of democracy in the long
term. What makes the American case so interesting and puzzling is that the American democracy
seems to self-regulate through its own internal contradictions. We explore this idea in the next
section in which we turn to the dilemmas of what we call Tocqueville’s religious
“functionalism.”
V. The dilemmas of Tocqueville s religious “‘functionalism”

Tocqueville predicted that in an age of increasing individualism in which true “individuality” is
becoming rare, “faith in common opinion will become a sort of religion whose prophet will be
the majority.”3 It would be a new faith that no longer seeks to leave the earth behind in search
for a better world. “But then,” he added, “religion would live more like common opinion than
like religion.”™* This is a striking phrase which might help us understand how, in Tocqueville’s
view, the authority of revealed religion tends to be gradually replaced by the authority of public
opinion in democratic societies.

Tocqueville felt uneasy about this transition and was not entirely optimistic about
unconditional religious deference toward public opinion and its self-proclaimed prophet, the
majority. He believed that the new democratic religion would certainly be different from the
religions of the past. It would most likely fail to satisfy the deepest longings of those who crave
for the revelation of a genuine mysterium tremendum; yet it will also be a powerful form of
religion in keeping with the inclinations of the democratic mind. As Tocqueville explained, the

sources of this new type of religion must be looked for in equality, an all-powerful principle in
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democratic times commanding universal respect and allegiance. He saw, however, that the
gradual tendency to replace traditional faith with belief in the infallibility of the majority was not
inevitable and he thought that it could be effectively countered. In the United States, he noticed
that traditional religion might act as a healthy antidote to some of the pernicious tendencies of
democratic life, but that, in order to do so, it would be forced to make doctrinal and pastoral
accommodations to the democratic spirit. But he also realized that religion in the United States
was held more or less dogmatically largely because religious traditionalism was an inherited
belief held with the same dogmatism with which the Americans believed in the majority.
Paradoxically, the United States had been able to use traditional religion well to counter the new
religion of democracy partially because it did so unthinkingly.

Tocqueville feared that religions which have as their object eternal truths might dilute
their substance if they were to give in too much to the new democratic Zeitgeist.> In particular,
he was concerned about the rise of pantheism in democratic societies, a concern which he
expressed in the (short) seventh chapter of the first part of Volume Two of Democracy in
America. It is no accident that the discussion of pantheism comes after two important chapters on
the principal source of beliefs among democratic peoples and the Americans’ preference for
general ideas. By pantheism, Tocqueville did not have in mind the classical definition of this
term, i.e. a doctrine that equates God with the forces and laws of the universe. The key
observation he made was that in democratic times, people have a strong tendency to espouse
general ideas and search for rules “applicable indiscriminately and in the same way to several
matters at once.”® Pantheism thus tends to become a popular doctrine in democratic societies

because it mirrors and springs from the new egalitarian social condition. While promoting
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equality and individual independence, the democratic état social tends to make individuals

isolated and powerless and leads them to seek a compensation in general ideas and causes:
In centuries of equality, all men are independent of each other, isolated and weak;
you see none whose will directs the movements of the crowd in a permanent
fashion; in these times, humanity always seems to march by itself. So in order to
explain what is happening in the world, you are reduced to searching for some
general causes that, acting in the same way on each one of our fellows, therefore
lead them all voluntarily to follow the same route. That also naturally leads the
human mind to conceive general ideas and causes it to contract the taste for
them.>’

Tocqueville then points out the disturbing implications of this powerful inclination that
tends to make individuals obsessed with single causes and unity (at the expense of particularity)
and leads them to embrace determinism. Firstly, pantheism represents a formidable if invisible
threat to preserving liberty and human greatness in democratic societies. “Among the different
systems by the aid of which philosophy seeks to explain the world,” Tocqueville opined,
“pantheism seems to me the one most likely to seduce the human mind in democratic centuries.
All those who remain enamored of the true grandeur of man must join forces and struggle against
it.”%® Secondly, pantheism tends to foster fatalism and thwarts (or denies) the people’s ability to
change or reform the world in which they live because it attributes to individuals “almost no
influence on the destiny of the species, or to citizens on the fate of the people.”® At the same
time, it gives “great general causes to all the small particular facts” and tends to present all

events as “linked together by a tight and necessary chain,” thus ending up “by denying nations
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control over themselves and by contesting the liberty of having been able to do what they did.”%°
As such, thirdly, pantheism tends to foster uniformity and centralization of power among
democratic peoples which have seen the principle of equality triumph among them.

Religions, Tocqueville argued, must always hold firm in this regard. They must not
compromise with regard to the principal opinions that constitute their fundamental beliefs but
they should be at the same time flexible enough with regard to the incidental notions which are
linked to them. This middle ground seems to be his recipe for reconciling religion (authority) and
philosophy (liberty) and for combating pantheism:

As men become more similar and more equal, it is more important for religions,
while still keeping carefully out of the daily movement of affairs, not
unnecessarily to go against generally accepted ideas and the permanent interests
that rule the mass. ... In this way, by respecting all the democratic instincts that
are not contrary to it and by using several of those instincts to help itself, religion
succeeds 1in struggling with advantage against the spirit of individual
independence that is the most dangerous of all to religion.!

The example of America also taught Tocqueville another important lesson about religion
in democracy: it acts as a countervailing power to this-worldly attitudes, excessive individualism,
and materialism that dominate democratic times. Tocqueville noticed how Americans are
melancholy amidst their material abundance in part because universal competition opens up all
avenues to everyone and increases the competition at the same time. As democracy tells
everyone, in the spirit of equality, that there is no limit to one’s right to pursue one’s desires as

long as they do not harm others, democratic life is bound to promote disappointment and
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unhappiness when individuals realize that they cannot, in fact, achieve everything that
democratic ideals promise them. “When all the prerogatives of birth and fortune are destroyed,
when all the professions are open to everyone, and when you can reach the summit of each one
of them on your own, an immense and easy career seems to open before the ambition of men,
and they readily imagine that they are called to great destinies. But that is an erroneous view that
experience corrects every day.”®? The main point here is not that democratic mass opinion tends
to promote worldliness, materialism, and commercialism. It is that democracy engenders
unlimited hope about its own ability to deliver widespread material abundance and social
mobility that democratic institutions are rarely able to satisfy.?

Hence, democratic faith needs to be “moderated” and purified of its excesses because the
“dogmas” of democratic life alone, such as the autonomy of the will, the power of the individual,
and the equality of all do not automatically engender universal bliss or happiness. Democratic
faith itself produces a cycle of disappointment out of which it cannot escape. It oscillates
between effusive optimism and dejected disappointment, promoting and feeding off of ceaseless
restlessness. To shift the locus of transcendence from the divine to the majority, to put one’s full
faith in democracy and its foundational assumptions is, according to Tocqueville, an error. The
democratic faith and dogmas, even if the majority is their prophet, must be limited by
countervailing tendencies which come from traditional religion.

Nonetheless, traditional religion can only combat materialism, commercialism, and social
disintegration so long as it does not become fully captured by the democratic egalitarian spirit.
“It must be recognized,” Tocqueville wrote, “that equality, which introduces great advantages

into the world, nevertheless suggests, as will be shown below, very dangerous instincts to men; it
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tends to isolate them from one another and to lead each one of them to be interested in himself
alone. It opens their souls excessively to the love of material enjoyments. The greatest advantage
of religions is to inspire entirely opposite instincts.”® When recommending religion as an
antidote to commercial conformity, Tocqueville reveals, in fact, both his distance from
Lamennais and the affinity with him. Certainly Tocqueville and Lamennais overlapped on their
concern to preserve traditional religion in the democratic era, but they did so for significantly
different reasons. Tocqueville thought that organized, institutional and traditional religion was a
counterweight to the democratic tendencies of materialism, while Lamennais was above all
concerned with the pernicious effects of individualism and the unlimited use of individual
reason. Yet, both believed that in order to survive, liberal democracy must be spiritualized
somehow. In an unpublished foreword to Volume Two of Democracy, Tocqueville included
among the “principal objects” of his work his desire to “make them understand that democracy
cannot give the happy fruits that they expect from it except by combining it with morality,
spiritualism, beliefs.”®> He also expressed similar sentiments early in Volume One when
admiring how the Puritans admirably combined the spirit of liberty and the spirit of religion, and
thought that religion was “the most precious heritage of aristocratic centuries.”

While Tocqueville accepted the need for institutionalized religion as an antidote to
democratic pathologies, he praised it primarily (though not exclusively!) for its functional value
rather than because revealed Christianity was the true religion, as Lamennais argued.
Tocqueville’s personal beliefs have been a subject of much speculation and are beyond the scope
of this essay. He did not seem to have endorsed a conventional view of civil religion®” and was

critical of Catholic liberal parties. He took his distance from liberal Catholics such as Lacordaire
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and Montalembert and criticized the papal hierarchy of Pope Pius 1. Moreover, he had no place
for dogmas such as the Immaculate Conception and never spoke about original sin in his works.
Personally, he was plagued by inner doubt and terrified by it (along with old age, decrepitude,
and illness). “If you know a recipe for belief,” Tocqueville wrote, “for God, give it to me. ... If
will alone were sufficient for belief, I would have been devout a long time ago; or rather I would
always have been devout, for doubt has always seemed to me the most unbearable of the ills of
the world; I have constantly judged it to be worse than death and inferior only to illnesses.”8

What is clear is that he embraced a rather nebulous form of spiritualism plagued by
uncertainty and doubt. This was in stark contrast with Lamennais who was a believer and
thought that Christianity was necessary for what it brought and also for the truth it contained.
Tocqueville’s primary concern was with human liberty and greatness, and only secondarily with
the truth content of the religious beliefs of the Americans. When discussing materialism
Tocqueville’s first concern is not that it is false but that the doctrine is “pernicious.”® He goes
even farther and claims that “Assuredly metempsychosis is not more reasonable than
materialism; but if it were absolutely necessary for a democracy to make a choice between the
two, I would not hesitate, and I would judge that citizens become brutalized less by thinking that
their soul is going to pass into the body of a pig than by believing that it is nothing”.® All
religions, even the “most false and dangerous ones” Tocqueville claims, lift man’s attention
skyward, make him believe he is more than just material, and impose duties on him that take him
out of himself.”!

Nonetheless, Tocqueville did not think that every form of religious worship accomplished

the goal properly. He noted that “there are very false and very absurd religions,” 7> but did not go
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into a debate about metaphysical truths. “I have neither the right nor the will to examine the
supernatural means that God uses to make a religious belief reach the heart of man. At his
moment I am envisaging religions only from a purely human viewpoint.””* He preferred to draw
two distinctions, one about the content of beliefs, and one about religious practice. In terms of
content, Tocqueville admonished religions to make doctrinal and pastoral concessions to the
animating spirit of democratic life. He recommended, however, that they remain “within the
limits that are appropriate to them and must not try to go beyond them,” thus refraining from
commenting on political matters.” They should attempt instead to “purify” well-being but they
should not seek to eradicate it. For this reason, he thought that Islam, and other forms of
comprehensive religious practice, would face strong headwinds in democratic times. Democracy
requires that religious doctrines conform to equality, and it also demands that religious practices
lay less emphasis on obscurantist ritual. In that category, he originally was going to mention as
examples indulgences, pilgrimages and relics, but he changed his mind later.

At the same time, Tocqueville thought that communal practices and rituals are important
in limiting the excesses of individualism in democratic societies. He claimed that he “firmly
believe[s] in the necessity of forms” and drew a distinction between institutionalized,
regularized, and ritualized religion as opposed to episodic, de-ritualized religion characteristic of
bucolic gatherings in the West during the Second Great Awakening.”> Throughout the second
volume of Democracy, Tocqueville contrasted two sets of religious contexts. The first is the
traditional Christian service, whether Catholic or Protestant, broadly conceived. The second are
unorthodox forms of democratic worship, such as spontaneous gatherings in the western woods

or forms of mysticism. What distinguishes the traditional practice from the bucolic spiritual
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gatherings is that man’s religious impulse is filtered through what Tocqueville calls formes, a
word which is close to a shorthand for formalités, the idea that there are sanctioned rules and
practices for religious worship and social interaction. While those formalities can degenerate into
obscurantism, Tocqueville insists that formalized worship encourages more sophisticated and
durable forms of religious practice. The democratic ethos scorns formalities and wants an
immediate, direct experience of the divine. Americans do not care, for instance, about the
“details of worship.””® They tend to believe that iconography hides rather than illuminates. True
to his Cartesian subjectivity, democratic man thinks the direct spiritual experience more
meaningful and true than one filtered through conventional religious authorities. Tocqueville was
perfectly happy if this religious impulse for immediacy remained within the broad confines of
traditional Christian worship. The number of Protestant sects in America did not worry him at
all.”’?

His main concern was what might happen when the desire for immediacy and directness
manages to completely break loose from traditional religious contexts. This is when democracy

2 ¢

gives rise to “bizarre sects ... that open extraordinary roads to eternal happiness,” “religious
follies,” and “mysticism.””® Tocqueville does not deny that man can have a direct and
meaningful experience of the divine outside of a traditional service, or that all meaningful
spiritual practices are only transmitted through hierarchy. Tocqueville himself had an
unstructured religious experience in the wilderness of Michigan. The central point is that these
forms of worship are not durable and do not establish stable religious contexts that more

permanently structure man’s religiosity. Religion “is the one [area] in which it is most difficult

for each person, left to himself, to come to fix his ideas solely by the effort of his reason.””® The
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solitary experience of the divine does not provide answers to “primordial questions” that are
“very enduring.”®? They give rise to “confused and changing notions.”3!

His concern, then, is that extreme democratic forms of religiosity cannot give rise to fixed
and stable ideas but “delivers all [man’s] actions to change and condemns them to a sort of
disorder and impotence.”®? Since the unorthodox religious experience is much more fluid and
indeterminate, it is more easily co-opted by democratic fads. Rather than acting as a regularized
oppositional force to democratic life, it is merely a cesura that has little lasting effect. Therefore,
when Tocqueville says that religion poses a “salutary yoke on the intellect” and stops the “free
ascent of the mind in all directions,” 33 what he means is that a traditional religious context aids
us in formulating our questions about the divine and in structuring and regularizing our religious
practice. Tocqueville’s concern, as opposed to Lamennais and Maistre, is not that the world is
going to become completely atheistic if man starts asking “forbidden” questions and asserts his
individual will. Tocqueville thinks man is by nature a religious animal and will always exhibit
and search for one form of spirituality or another. The real question for him is whether spiritual
practices will be bizarre, idiosyncratic, and sporadic with little lasting effect, or whether
democratic man’s spiritual life will be more sophisticated and effective. The answer to this
question, in his view depends on the extent to which man’s spiritual life is regularized and
institutionalized in traditional and durable religious communities and contexts.

Tocqueville wondered whether structured and traditional forms of Christian religious life
could be maintained against the advance and power of democratic norms and values. If left
unchecked, democratic faith, he feared, would subsume and completely replace traditional faith.

He worried that institutionalized, ritualized religion would either be entirely subsumed into the
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democratic movement or displaced by idiosyncratic forms of democratic spiritualism. On the
latter point, Tocqueville’s experience of democracy in America convinced him that mysticism,
religious communitarianism, and other forms of ecstatic but episodic religions might take on
greater prominence in democratic centuries.?* Following Pascal, he professed his appreciation for
a religious “middle” between the “angel” and the “beast,” along with his admiration for the
English, a people famous for its middlingness even in religious matters.®> While Tocqueville
believed that overall political liberty enlivens religious passions more than it extinguishes them,
and that free institutions are often the natural and, sometimes, indispensable instruments of
religious passions, he was concerned about the effect of extreme religious passions as much as
about the propensity toward an extreme detachment from earthly passions (as preached by
Thomas a Kempis, the author of The Imitation of Jesus-Christ). In Tocqueville’s view, in
America, the passing of time and the increase of well-being had deprived the religious element of
three-quarters of its original strength. This was, Tocqueville believed, a natural phenomenon that
could not be arrested or reversed in modern society. Once political liberty is well established and
operates in a peaceful environment, it encourages people to pursue and develop a taste for well-
being that eventually diminishes and may even extinguish religious passions.

At the same time, Tocqueville worried that religious pulpits would simply be the
mouthpiece of all democratic values, but he did not think that, for that matter, religion should be
anti-democratic as it happened in France during the Old Regime. “As men become more similar
and more equal,” Tocqueville wrote,

It is more important for religions, while still keeping carefully out of the daily

movement of affairs, not unnecessarily to go against generally accepted ideas and
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the permanent interests that rule the mass. ... In this way, by respecting all the

democratic instincts that are not contrary to it and by using several of those

instincts to help itself, religion succeeds in struggling with advantage against the

spirit of individual independence that is the most dangerous of all to religion.8¢
For religion to act effectively as a counterweight to the self-defeating tendencies of democracy, it
needs much more than ritual and structure and must avoid the pitfalls of pantheism. In other
words, it must preach beliefs that are not simply spiritual analogs of commercialism and
individualism. This, Tocqueville surmised, was no easy task in a conformist environment like
America where, he thought, religion is believed and practiced more because it is a mass opinion
and phenomenon than because of its intrinsic doctrinal content.

This is where Tocqueville’s views on religion become paradoxical. The belief in the
equality of all is a new democratic faith supported by common opinion in such a way that it takes
on the trappings of a religion, and religion itself, the very thing meant to counter the pernicious
tendencies of democracy, is also believed because it is mass opinion. There is, he feared, a
certain degree of hypocrisy in American religious belief and practice: it is done because it is what
people do. “You are free to think that a certain number of Americans, in the worship they give to
God, follow their habits more than their convictions. In the United States, moreover, the
sovereign is religious, and consequently hypocrisy must be common.”®” American public opinion
then contains an internal inconsistency of which it is not fully aware: it is a form of dogma that
has political or functional value only so long as it is believed.®® Tocqueville saw the mass opinion
which favored religious institutions and practices as beneficial. But if that is the case,

Tocqueville might have seen religion more as a salutary myth, beneficial only so long as it is
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believed, and it is “believed” only because being religious in America is a form of acquiescence
to social pressure. To the extent that democratic mass opinion in favor of religion erodes, to that
very extent Tocqueville’s solution itself becomes tenuous. The conjunction of the erosion of the
mechanism of religious influence in the American polity and the erosion of religious consensus
gives some cause for Tocqueville to worry about the future of religion in democratic societies.
V. Conclusion

Tocqueville never relinquished the conviction that “if [man] does not have faith he must serve,
and, if he is free, he must believe”.8° He liked religion for what it brings, prizing it mostly as a
salutary dogma while also admitting that at times that it could serve as a vehicle of eternal truths.
This double feature of his thought, public recommendation and private doubt, forces Tocqueville
into a posture in which he thinks it is best for the masses to believe that which he himself doubts.
Such a view would seem to be able to attract few adherents today.

But Tocqueville is valuable as a guide for us today insofar as he is worried about public
thought that encourages individualized forms of spiritual experience shorn of tradition,
institution, and ritual. Tocqueville would therefore be broadly sympathetic to contemporary
defenses of spiritualism insofar as he thought that materialism was morally corrosive and an unfit
doctrine for a regime that encouraged freedom.”® But Tocqueville was far less concerned with
defending the truth or reasonableness of theism and did not think that philosophy could do much
good in maintaining public faith broadly defined. It is hard to counter one’s skepticism about
moral standards or uneasiness in the face of an infinite universe which might lack a center
merely with philosophic arguments, however ingenious they may be. Tocqueville sarcastically

ridicules the physiocrats for wanting a regime that has “for religion only a philosophy, and for an
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aristocracy none but intellectuals”.®’ While Tocqueville recommended a form of civil religion,
he was concerned that its the dogmatic and insincere character it takes in America may
ultimately prove inferior to genuine religious belief.”?> From this point of view, Lamennais may,
in fact, have been right that religious indifference could be combated only by traditional religious
faith and not by enlightened self-interest, however well understood, or by religious social
conformity. The latter will ultimately be only another mouthpiece of democratic dogmas, and a
dangerous one.

Be that as it may, Tocqueville helps us see that it is misleading to think that the world will
be divided simply between indifference or secular atheism and agnosticism or pietistic
religiosity. On this issue, he provided a more complicated portrait of modern life than Lamennais
insofar as he grasped the extent to which foundational tenets of democracy are themselves held
in the same manner as religious beliefs. It is not so much that hope is lost as that a shift occurs in
the entity that provides hope. The ultimate consequence of the spread of democratic norms and
values seems therefore to be the replacement of traditional religious belief with new forms of
belief. The locus of faith shifts from transcendent otherworldliness to the autonomy of the
individual will, then collectively to the will of the (majority of the) people and, ultimately, to the
state as their organ (and incarnation) of democratic hope.

As such, secular atheism does not fully capture the mix of faithful hope and curious
dogmatism that characterizes the belief that democracy engenders in itself. Tocqueville’s analysis
of democracy as a new form of “religion” challenges precisely the crudest version of the
secularization thesis and what Charles Taylor recently called “subtraction stories,”™? that is,

narratives that explain modernity’s trajectory as one of loss or liberation from previous religious



35

narratives. The development of equality and the emergence of democracy, Tocqueville reminds
us, do not inevitably lead to atheism and do not necessarily attack the core of religion. The
political and the religious can work—and do often work—hand in hand. Far from seeking to
emancipate itself from the chains of religion, modern democracy contributes to a metamorphosis
of faith. Correspondingly, the fullness of democratic life is to be looked for, not beyond human
life, but essentially within it. It is important to note that this latter point, along with Tocqueville’s
insistence on the compatibility between democracy and religion in America, was, in fact, meant
to be a lesson addressed to his French audience still sharply divided on the issue of religion.
Post-revolutionary France offered the spectacle of a constant struggle between those who
believed that modern democracy could not function without religion and those who believed that
religion was a relic of the past incompatible with modern democracy. Tocqueville shows their
compatibility, but not in the way that conservatives thought that religion would survive in
modern society.

Democracy, Tocqueville concluded, redefines the form and role of religion, but in so
doing, it also relies upon inherited traditional religious principles and practices to achieve the
necessary degree of self-restraint and prudence necessary for social cooperation. Those religious
practices may themselves be dogmatically upheld only out of social conformity. And yet, the
good news that Tocqueville brings us is that, while the barbarians may be waiting at the gates, as
Maclntyre and others warned us, we do have sufficient resources to fight them, something that
Lamennais, for example, doubted. Tocqueville insisted, in Pascal’s footsteps, that unbelief is a
historical accident while faith alone, however defined, seems to be the permanent state of

humanity.
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Will the future vindicate his optimism? And if so, will that faith be compatible with
democracy or inimical to it? These are bound to remain open questions and the best homage we

can pay to Tocqueville is to pose them to our readers and invite them to find their own answers.
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