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Alexis de Tocqueville sobre el pauperismo o las promesas incumplidas de la 

Revolución democrática 

 

Jimena Hurtado+ 

 

Resumen 

Alexis de Tocqueville, más conocido por su análisis del Antiguo Régimen y la 

democracia, también fue un hombre político y parlamentario. En 1848, antes y después de la 

Revolución de febrero, Tocqueville en sus intervenciones frente a la Asamblea, advierte 

sobre las implicaciones políticas y sociales de la cuestión social. La situación de los 

trabajadores asalariados debía ser prioridad si Francia pretendía preservar el carácter liberal 

de la Revolución de 1789. La democracia, con su promesa de igualdad y oportunidades para 

todos, se quedaba corta frente a las aspiraciones de esta nueva clase trabajadora, fuente 

excluida de la prosperidad social. Tanto en sus intervenciones como en sus dos memorias 

sobre el pauperismo, Tocqueville hace un llamado urgente a ocuparse de la paradoja de las 

democracias industriales: el empobrecimiento de los trabajadores asalariados en medio del 

enriquecimiento del resto de la sociedad. 

Palabras clave: Alexis de Tocqueville, pauperismo, democracia industrial. 

Códigos JEL: B1, B31. 

  

                                                 
+ Profesora asociada, Facultad de Economía, Universidad de los Andes. 
jihurtad@uniandes.edu.co 



  1

Alexis de Tocqueville on Pauperism or the Unfulfilled Promises of the 

Democratic Revolution 

 

Jimena Hurtado* 

 

Abstract 

Alexis de Tocqueville, better known for his analysis of the Ancien Régime and 

democracy, was also politician and congressman. In 1848, before and after the February 

Revolution, Tocqueville warned in his discourses in the Assembly about the social and 

political consequences of the social question. Public intervention to relief the situation of 

waged laborers should be a priority for the state if the liberal character of the French 

Revolution was to be preserved. Democracy with its promise of equality and opportunities 

for all seemed to have failed those who produced social prosperity. In his interventions as in 

his two mémoires on pauperism, Tocqueville calls for a public intervention to deal with the 

paradox of industrial democracies: the impoverishment of the working class amidst the 

increase of wealth for the rest of society.  

Keywords: Alexis de Tocqueville, pauperismo, democracia industrial. 
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Alexis de Tocqueville on Pauperism or the Unfulfilled Promises of the 

Democratic Revolution 

Jimena Hurtado 

1. Introduction  

Tocqueville, renowned for his analysis and insights on democracy, was a keen observer 

of his times and an active participant in political life. Member of Parliament several times, 

Tocqueville combined his academic and political endeavors, aiming at understanding and 

proposing courses of action fit for the new democratic times. Even if he never joined an 

existing political party, in 1847 he takes part in a group that founded a new political 

formation: la Jeune Gauche. In the foundational text Tocqueville wrote for this group, he 

addressed what seemed to him the pressing situation of the poorest classes in society. He 

finally abandoned the group because they didn't pursue his plans of pushing government to 

take action on this front. But this text, as well as his discourses pronounced on the 27th of 

January and on the 12th of September, 1848, written just before and after the February 

revolution, marking the end of the Orleans monarchy and the beginning of the Second 

Republic, show his deep concern about the situation of the working poor and the unfulfilled 

promises of the Democratic Revolution.  

Including elements in the second volume of his Democracy in America and in two mémoires 

on pauperism, Tocqueville from early on, expressed his concerns about the fate of the 

industrial class, those laboring in the expanding industry, and the new phenomenon of 

pauperism in industrial democracies (cf. Hurtado 2010, Swedberg 2009, Ferraton 2004, 

Goldberg 2001, Keslassy 2000 and 2001). After a journey to England, Tocqueville starts 

elaborating on the causes of poverty in industrializing countries. In 1835 he publishes his 

first Mémoire sur le paupérisme and in 1837 he begins a second mémoire that he doesn't finish and 

will not be published during his lifetime. In both texts, Tocqueville analyzes the fragile 

situation of the industrial class and explores possible alternatives to face it, given the 

insufficiency of private charity to cope with it. In the second part of the second volume of 

Democracy, he includes a chapter on how aristocracy could have its origins in industry, where 

he denounces how the industrial aristocracy abandons its workers to public charity after it 

                                                 
 A German version of this text appeared in the volume Erfahrungsräume der DemokratieZum Staatsdenken von 
Alexis de Tocqueville, edited by Skadi Krause, published in 2017. I thank professor Krause for her invitation to 
participate in this volume and her generosity for translating the text, as well as Johanna Mick for her comments 
and suggestions and her revision of the German translation. I also wish to thank participants at the 21st Annual 
ESHET Conference held in Antwerp in May 2017.  
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has impoverished and brutalized them (Tocqueville 2009 [1840]: 984). This situation, 

according to Tocqueville deserves special attention because if democracy is to be preserved 

it has to prevent inequality and aristocracy from encroaching the social order (Tocqueville 

2009 [1840]: 985).  

Tocqueville sees himself as an advisor for democratic times, working on what he called 

the new political science needed to understand and govern democracy (Tocqueville 2009 

[1840]: 693-4), telling hard truths about the evil tendencies that equality could entail, so that 

his contemporaries could prevent and avoid them (Aguilar 2008: 125-6). Exploring his advice 

and analysis allows recovering a part of the liberal tradition of thought on poverty that could 

be of particular relevance nowadays. Poverty as a danger for democracy, because of its 

negative consequences as deprivation of rights, threatens citizenship and the participation 

and responsibility of citizens in community life and public debate. Poverty, following 

Tocqueville, opens the possibility of not participating from the benefits and advantages of 

democracy and freedom; it can make the positive effects of the market vanish, increasing 

inequality and breaking social ties. Moreover, exploring Tocqueville on this issue, opens the 

possibility of analyzing social exclusion as a possible outcome of industrialized democracies1.   

The risks associated with individualism and the concentration of wealth lead to the 

coexistence of the formal equality of citizens and the real inequality of individuals that zaps 

opportunities and the exercise of freedom. Thus the natural taste democratic peoples have 

for freedom is countered by their passion for equality, leading them to voluntarily renounce 

their freedom if nothing is done to avoid the emergence of a new aristocracy.  

However, the solution Tocqueville advocates is not giving the direction of industry to 

the state because this would be like surrendering the heart of future generations to the designs 

of governments, and increasing their dependence (Tocqueville 1814-1859 (2003), in Aguilar 

2008: 140 fn 14). Tocqueville has two solutions in mind, which would counter the possibility 

of a new aristocracy and the pauperization of the working class. Even if he considers both 

solutions to be almost impossible to put in practice in his times, he hopes democratic 

governments will begin establishing the necessary conditions leading to their 

implementation. The first one is the democratization of industrial property, and the second 

is the creation of financial institutions that promote savings and provide some sort of 

                                                 
1 Tocqueville is not alone in this attempt to decipher the new society that has emerged after the democratic 
revolution. Lyon-Caen (2004) presents an analysis of the different modes in which other authors try to 
explain the new social dynamics in literature, novels and tableaux des moeurs, and social inquiries such as 
Tocqueville's essays on pauperism, especially under the July Monarchy. In this last group, authors are guided 
by their belief that governments must act with enough information and knowledge of social dynamics.  



  4

unemployment insurance for the working class. In what follows, I will present Tocqueville's 

diagnosis of the situation (sections I and II) and his policy recommendations (section III).  

2. Industrialization and the Industrial Class 

In chapter 20 of the second part of the volume of Democracy in America published in 

1840, Tocqueville explores the possibility of a new aristocracy arising in democratic times, as 

a result of the industrialization process. Commerce and industry flourish but not everyone is 

benefited (Tocqueville 2009 [1840]: 972). In the preceding chapter, Tocqueville shows that 

democratic individuals, not rich enough to live in idleness nor poor enough to be in fear of 

need, develop an almost insatiable taste for material wellbeing and feel more keenly the desire 

to improve their condition (Tocqueville 2009 [1840]: 972-3). Industry and, especially, 

commerce seem to be the way to satisfy their desires, and an ever growing number of 

individuals become involved in these trades (Tocqueville 2009 [1840]: 973-7).  

According to Tocqueville, industry and commerce account for the greatest part of 

American growth as most Americans are involved in industry, "and for the same reason, they 

are subject to very unexpected and very formidable industrial crises" (Tocqueville 2009 

[1840]: 977). Tocqueville foresees such crises are an "illness endemic among democratic 

nations of our day" (Tocqueville 2009 [1840]: 977) that cannot be eliminated. The character 

of democratic individuals explains this structural risk. Constant change and mobility, greater 

and riskier opportunities and projects, their desire for material wellbeing and their passion 

for equality make industrialized democracies prone to instability. Individuals strive for the 

useful and are constantly looking for new sources of wealth. 

At the same time, the economic trends of industrialization makes democracies 

particularly prone to crisis. Increasing interdependence between local, national and 

international markets, risky investments, the instability of the demand for manufactures, and 

urbanization are some of the elements that make crises more frequent in democratic times 

(Tracz-Tryniecki 2012: 66-9).  

The growth of industry favors specialization and the division of labor, and attracts 

more capitals. Both tendencies reduce the prices of the goods produced and deserve special 

attention from the legislator because they touch a particularly vulnerable and increasing part 

of the population (Tocqueville 2009 [1840]: 981-2). The negative effects they might have 

should be considered seriously. On the one hand, the specialized industrial worker "becomes 

more skillful and less industrious, and you can say that in him the man becomes degraded as 

the worker improves" (Tocqueville 2009 [1840]: 982; 1029). Fixing all her skills and 
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intelligence on the specific task she develops, the worker becomes immobile "[a]mid the 

universal movement" that surrounds her (Tocqueville 2009 [1840]: 982) and unable to 

perform any other task (Tocqueville 2009 [1840]: 1029). Social mobility is not open for 

industrial workers. And "[a]s the principle of the division of labor is more completely applied, 

the worker becomes weaker, more limited, and more dependent" (Tocqueville 2009 [1840]: 

982).  

On the other, as the workers decline, their masters rise: their occupation requires an 

open mind, capable of watching over small details without loosing sight of the big picture. 

"Soon nothing will be needed from the worker except physical strength without intelligence; 

the master needs knowledge, and almost genius to succeed. The one more and more 

resembles the administrator of a vast empire, and the other a brute" [Tocqueville 2009 [1840]: 

983). The increasing distance between worker and master marks the emergence of a new 

aristocracy, which Tocqueville calls a monstrosity. In industry, inequality rises as it decreases 

in the rest of society (Tocqueville 2009 [1840]: 943). As the heads of industry become richer, 

their workers fall into misery.  

Even if Tocqueville observes that wages have increased with the equalization of 

conditions, the situation of industrial workers has not improved. He acknowledges that ranks 

blend and the rules of social hierarchy are less observed making "the distance that separates 

the worker from the master decrease every day in fact and in opinion" (Tocqueville 2009 

[1840]: 1026). Workers have increasing ambitions, a higher opinion of themselves and their 

rights, and, in many cases, their effort allows them to receive high wages (Tocqueville 2009 

[1840]: 1026). As there is a small distance between employers and employees, and given that 

workers can count on more resources, their bargaining power is increased, Tocqueville 

advances that "[i]t is even to be believed that in the long run the interest of the workers must 

prevail; for the high salaries that they have already gained make them less dependent every 

day on their masters, and the more independent they are, the more easily they can gain an 

increase in salaries." (Tocqueville 2009 [1840]: 1027).  

The exception to this trend is found in the same place where the exception to 

democratic principles is also to be found. The industrial world gives rise to a new aristocracy 

and also to a working class with little perspectives of social mobility, and especially vulnerable 

in times of crisis (Tracz-Tryniecki 2012). Great industry requires important investments, so 

the owners of these industries are very few and face an increasing number of workers, making 

it easy for the employers to agree on a level of wages that maximizes their profits at the 

expense of the workers (Tocqueville 2009 [1840]: 1028). They find themselves "at the mercy 
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of their master", and their wages depend upon the good or bad situation their masters find 

themselves in. They loose all bargaining power because their masters, being rich, can wait for 

better times; but they face constant urgency in providing for their subsistence as "they must 

work every day in order to live, for they have hardly any other property except their hands" 

(Tocqueville 2009 [1840]: 1029).   

These workers depend on low wages for their survival and are forced to work every 

day, increasing their situation of oppression and dependence, which makes them even more 

vulnerable (Aguilar 2008: 159). Theirs is an exceptional situation, making it particularly 

serious because in a society where all positions are open to everyone and most of its members 

have better living conditions, these workers remain in the same situation. This new industrial 

class of waged laborers demonstrate the possible insufficiency of wages to participate fully 

in the advantages of democratic times (Hurtado 2010: 91).  

The development of the industrial world and poor philanthropic policies (Keslassy 

2000: 97) have led to the situation of this working class. Their situation is weaker vis-à-vis 

the new aristocracy, hindering the increasing tendency in the level of wages (Tocqueville 1961 

[1840]: 262-5) in the industrial sector. They have less bargaining power because they cannot 

accumulate and they depend upon their daily wages to survive.  

Moreover, the industrial class rises in number as desires rise in view of general 

prosperity and increasing equality. Farmers leave the countryside to become wage laborers 

and find themselves on the verge of death were it not for public support (Tocqueville 2007 

[1835]). As most of these new members of the industrial class work in the production of 

unnecessary goods, they face a highly elastic demand (Tocqueville 2007: 20), and have no 

control over their own fate. The worker speculates, says Tocqueville, upon fictitious and 

secondary needs that can disappear (Tocqueville 2007 [1835]: 20). In bad times people can 

decrease their consumption of goods deemed less necessary or of leisure and sumptuary 

goods, but they cannot reduce their consumption of basic goods such as food, so they will 

go to great pains to provide for the latter and sacrifice their consumption of the former 

(Tocqueville 2007: [1835]: 20). 

The extension of the market does not improve the industrial workers situation because 

they face more competition from other places were similar goods are produced. Besides, they 

cannot foresee the changes in demand from countries they hardly know anything about 

(Tocqueville 2007: 63). Therefore their livelihood depends not only on the internal market 

but also on external markets that have their own cycles. The nature of their jobs implies they 
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are very specialized, and their increasing needs and desires associated to social progress, make 

them especially fragile (Tocqueville 2007 [1835]: 20-1): "In the great fabric of human 

societies, I consider the industrial class as having received from God the special and 

dangerous mission of providing at their own risk and peril for the material well being of all 

others" (Tocqueville 2007: [1835]: 21, my translation).   

The promises of the democratic revolutions become empty for them and they suffer 

from increasing exclusion. Tocqueville here clearly points at the threat that relative poverty 

represents for democracy. It might be true that the democratic revolution has benefited the 

greater part of the population, who previously were deprived of material wellbeing and can 

now enjoy greater possibilities of consumption and social mobility, but this does not apply 

to those who produce the goods that the rest of society consumes. The producers of wealth 

are excluded from participating in such wealth, and they seem to be stuck in their situation.  

As expectations related with improving material living conditions rise, the members of 

the industrial class have more trouble keeping up with what comes to be considered as the 

minimum necessary to have a dignified life (Tocqueville 2007 [1835]: 23-4). Even if the 

distance between them and the poorest member of unindustrialized countries, as Spain and 

Portugal at the time, was considerable, the distance that separated them form the richest but 

also from the middle classes in industrialized countries seemed much greater, excluding them 

from participating in community life.  

Their perception of increasing inequality and of their poor situation leads to a state of 

frustration because in the times of equality there is a sense of entitlement to the superfluous, 

to those unnecessary goods that begin to flood the economy and come to be identified with 

material wellbeing. The access to such goods is considered as part of belonging to the 

community, and when this access is not possible there is a sense of exclusion, frustrating 

individuals who aspire to participate in the advantages and prosperity democratic times entail 

for the majority of the population (Hurtado 2010: 107-8).  

The passion for equality that characterizes individuals in democratic times makes this 

situation dangerous because their intolerance for inequality increases, meaning that they are 

more demanding as to what they expect from their participation in society. However, the 

industrial class seems to be always excluded from the benefits of social life. Tocqueville states 

clearly that "the real advantage of democracy is not, as has been said, to favor the prosperity 

of all, but only to serve the wellbeing of the greater number" (Tocqueville 1961 [1835]: 351).  
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3. Pauperism 

Tocqueville travelled with his lifelong friend Gustave de Beaumont to Ireland in July 

1835, where they witnessed the Irish question. The distance between rich and poor stroke 

them both. With this journey they started forming the idea that one of the gravest problems 

of society was a bad aristocracy (Drescher 1964: 109). After another journey in 1837, 

Beaumont expanded his notes and published L'Irlande sociale, politique et religieuse, which 

received high praise in Ireland and England.  

Since early on then Tocqueville had a serious concern about the social question, which 

he related with the uneven distribution of the benefits derived from the democratic 

revolution. Those who made material misery almost unthinkable for the members of any 

other social class, where constantly exposed to this very misery (Tocqueville 2007). His direct 

observations, combined with Nassau Senior's poor-law reports and some central ideas in the 

recently published Économie politique chrétienne, ou recherche sur la nature et les causes du paupérisme 

en France et en Europe, et sur les moyens de le soulager et le prévenir (1834) by Alban de Villeneuve-

Bargemont (Drescher 1964: 136) led him to a critical stand concerning the situation of the 

working class in industrialized democracies2.  

This concern about the industrial class can also be associated with the prevailing idea 

at the time that social phenomena should be studied and quantified to understand the 

problems modern society faced (Lyon-Caen 2004: 312-13). There is an increase in the 

attention on urbanization, industrialization and its effects, specially led by the Annales d'hygiène 

publique et de médecine légale and the Académie des sciences morales et politiques3, which lead, for 

example, to Villeneuve-Bargemont's Économie politique chrétienne4.  

Tocqueville's impressions and reactions to the situation of the industrial class were 

recorded in two mémoires he wrote. In the first mémoire Tocqueville points at the apparent 

paradox of the number of poor in industrialized and unindustrialized countries (Tocqueville 

2007 [1835]: 7). The paradox lies in the fact that there seems to be more poor people in the 

former than in the latter. The contrast between progress in infrastructure, production 

techniques, apparent wealth and sophistication in tastes, a sense of universal prosperity and 

                                                 
2 Contrary to Drescher's impression on Tocqueville's view on the political rights of the poor (Drescher 1964: 
137), the two mémoires as well as his 1848 discourses before the Assembly seem to point out poverty was a 
significant concern for Tocqueville. Pointing at the exceptional situation the industrial class faces Tocqueville 
does not conclude that nothing should be done about it but, rather that precisely because of its exceptional 
character it should be a major concern for the democratic government if democracy was to be preserved.  
3 Tocqueville is elected to the Academy in 1838, in the Morale section.   
4 The originality of Tocqueville's thought on the social matters of his times is out of the scope of this text. 
For an assessment see Welch (2004).  
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the number of people who live of public charity seems to be part of industrialized countries 

(Tocqueville 2007 [1835]: 7-8). The number of those who live comfortably seems to increase 

proportionally to the number of those who live from public charity (Tocqueville 2007 [1835]: 

8-9).  

Following a very similar explanation as the one Rousseau gives in the Discourse on the 

Origin and Foundations of Inequality among Men, Tocqueville presents a brief summary of the 

evolution of human society from nomad communities up to his days (Tocqueville 2007 

[1835]: 9-13). With the emergence of private property appeared the possibility of 

accumulation and thus of superfluous consumption. Inequality became possible and people 

looked for visible signs of their superiority. New desires appear and people striving to satisfy 

their own, seek work in the industries that produce the goods all are looking for. They move 

from the countryside to the cities looking for jobs in the developing manufactures. This 

movement makes them fragile.  

The explanation Tocqueville advances for this situation is that whereas land laborers 

can always find means to provide for their needs, industrial workers face a particularly 

unstable fate (Tocqueville 2007 [1835]: 19-20). As mentioned above, the demand for the 

goods they produce is volatile, and in times of slow economic activity, when people reduce 

or stop their consumption of such goods, they are at risk of becoming unemployed. 

Tocqueville ascribes commercial crises to two causes: "when the number of workers 

increases without a variation in the quantity produced", and "when the number of workers 

remains stable but the quantity produced diminishes" (Tocqueville 2007: 62). Workers 

cannot foresee neither of these causes so they cannot take measures to prevent their falling 

into misery.  

Pauperism appears almost as the inevitable consequence of industrialization. And as 

industrialization is the direct result of the increasing material demands of individuals, guided 

by their passion for equality in constant search for material wellbeing, pauperism seems to 

be a structural problem of democratic times.  

This structural risk is associated with a political problem that explains the threat it 

poses to democracy. Poverty threatens human dignity and freedom, which are the pillars of 

democracy (Tracz-Tryniecki 2012: 66). Reciprocity is fragile as the division of labor makes 

social ties looser; these individuals loose sight of the advantages associated with industrial 

democracy, making them prone to reinforce the possibility of centralization and leave more 

affairs in the hands of the state. "Oppression has already for a long time impoverished them, 
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and they are easier to oppress as they become poorer. It is a vicious circle from which they 

can in no way emerge." (Tocqueville 2009 [1840]: 1029).  

The lesson to be drawn here is that something must be done to counteract the threat 

of this source of inequality not only because of the social and political problems it raises but 

also because the poor are not responsible for their situation and the prosperity of the whole 

population depends on them. However, the solution cannot be to establish a permanent right 

of the working poor to social aid or to work.    

Tocqueville addressed the issue of the relief of the poor in his discourses in the 

Assembly in 1848. Elected for the first time in 1839 to the Chamber of Deputies, after having 

lost the elections in his first attempt in 1837, Tocqueville suffered and enjoyed his public 

life5. His participation in the public discussions in 1848 are especially relevant because they 

show precisely how Tocqueville associated the situation of the laboring poor with events 

conducting to and related with the February Revolution.  

On January 27, 1848, Tocqueville addresses the Chamber of Deputies to call their 

attention about the alarming state of things and opinion, which is the manifestation of the 

serious situation of the public spirit as well as of the habits and customs of the people 

(Tocqueville 1848: 521). Tocqueville pronounces harsh words against the responsibility the 

Louis-Philippe  Government has in this state of affairs, and how the increasing power it has 

centralized and accumulated, has led to increasing corruption of public servants and those 

whose deal with them. This increasing corruption has led to a radical separation between the 

governing class, including public officials as well as those who have and exercise their 

political rights to advance their own interests, and the working class. There is an increasing 

political apathy in this class that has developed a feeling of disenchantment with political 

participation and public debate. Their political passions, advances Tocqueville, have turned 

into social passions nourished by their increasing sense of injustice in the distribution of 

wealth and property (Tocqueville 1848: 526). Such passions lead to revolution, warns 

Tocqueville (1848: 526): "I believe right now we are falling asleep on a volcano" (my 

translation).  

Events will prove Tocqueville right. On September 12, 1848, he warns the 

Constitutional Assembly again, because after the February Revolution the aims of the 

                                                 
5 For a detailed analysis of Tocqueville's participation in political life and government and his influence see 
Jaume 1991. In this article, Jaume shows how, contrary to common belief, Tocqueville was quite influential 
between 1848 and 1851, through his participation in the Constitutional Commission, the Constitutional and 
Legislative Assembly.  
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Republic are not yet clear. In his first discourse, Tocqueville has warned against the 

corruption of the spirit of the government, the increase in private interests, the oblivion of 

public interest and the disenchantment with politics. He comes back to these points in his 

second discourse, and reminds the warning he had already given. The almost complete 

separation between the governing class, the political calls and the governed class, including 

artisans and workers, makes the situation still very fragile. However, the government's 

propositions to deal with the situation of the working class is not the way out of it, and rather, 

considers Tocqueville, is the direct path towards socialism.  

During the discussion about article 8 of the project for the new constitution 6 , 

Tocqueville, once again, focuses on how to deal with the situation of the working class. For 

Tocqueville this article increases, consecrates and institutionalizes public charity through the 

creation for every individual of "the general, absolute and irresistible right to labor" 

(Tocqueville 1866: 378).  

Instituting such a right, the state would become a sort of employer of last resort, with 

negative effects on democracy and freedom. Tocqueville takes this measure to its last 

consequences showing how the state would be obliged to acquire and increase its 

participation in industry, leading it to become the sole manufacturer in the economy and 

levying taxes to finance its production. The final result is the accumulation of all capital and 

property in the hands of the state, that is communism (Tocqueville 1866: 378). The 

alternative of making private industry hire all those willing to work would lead to a complete 

regulation of the labor market, making the state the great and only organizer of labor 

(Tocqueville 1866: 378).  

By stating these logical consequences of the article, Tocqueville invites his colleagues 

to discuss and define clearly whether the February Revolution is socialist or not. In order to 

address this question Tocqueville characterizes socialism through three points: socialism 

permanently calls upon material passion; attacks directly and indirectly private property; and 

promotes a profound distrust of freedom and human reason, attesting a profound disdain 

for individuals, and asking for the state to form a new human being (Tocqueville 1866: 379). 

                                                 
6 "La République doit protéger le citoyen dans sa personne, sa famille, sa religion, sa propriété, son travail et 
son domicile, mettre à la portée de chacun l'instruction indispensable à tous les hommes et propre à 
développer les intelligences qui peuvent servir et honorer la patrie; elle doit la subsistance aux citoyens 
malheureux, soit en leur procurant du travail (dans les limites de ses ressources), soit en assurant à défaut de la 
famille les moyens d'exister à ceux qui sont hors d'état de travailler." 
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This characterization leads Tocqueville to call socialism "a new formula for servitude" 

(Tocqueville 1866: 379).  

Tocqueville is convinced that the right to work is a direct path to socialism and a 

betrayal of what the French Revolution stands for. The French Revolution is a liberal 

revolution promoting the free circulation of people, goods and ideas, and marking the 

beginning of democratic times in France. Democracy and socialism, according to 

Tocqueville, are incompatible: "democracy and socialism coincide only in one word, equality, 

but notice the difference: democracy wants equality in freedom, and socialism wants equality 

in discomfort and servitude" (Tocqueville 1866: 381).  

If the true spirit of the French Revolution is to be preserved, Tocqueville has no doubt 

that the February Revolution gives the opportunity to materialize pending matters such as 

the abolition of classes in politics, equality of opportunity in access to public charges, and 

the obligation of the state to give each citizen the lights and freedom she needs to pursue 

and promote prosperity. The Revolution has "conceived State duties toward the poor, toward 

the citizens that suffer, a greater, more general, and higher idea than had ever been conceived. 

It is this idea that we must renew, not, I repeat, by replacing the foresight and wisdom of the 

State for individual foresight and wisdom, but rather by effectively coming to the rescue with 

the means that the State has, of all those who suffer, who, after having exhausted all their 

resources, would be reduced to misery if the state did not lend them a hand" (Tocqueville 

1866: 384). Fostering the conditions for individual freedom and virtue, so that individuals 

could enjoy from the products of their own initiative seems to be more important than 

offering direct aid, unless individuals find themselves in a situation where they have no 

resources left (Tracz-Tryniecki 2012: 77).  

It is clear then that a right to labor is not the answer but leaving the working poor to 

their own fate is contrary to the liberal spirit of the French Revolution and of democratic 

times. In order to avoid further social upheavals and to complete and materialize the plans 

of the democratic revolution, the government has to formulate public policies favoring the 

working poor without threatening the achievements of this same revolution.  

4. Policy Recommendations 

Tocqueville and Beaumont considered the study of political economy was fundamental 

in their analysis of the problems of democracy, and particularly, in the understanding of 

pauperism. It seemed necessary to understand economic laws to formulate policies that 

would not stand in their way, leading to social catastrophe (Tracz-Tryniecki 2012: 70), but 
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that could preserve democracy. The question of government intervention in economic 

development guided their study of the field (Drescher 1964: 128). Formulating the right 

economic policies was not a matter of Government good-will and could not be changed even 

by revolutions (Tracz-Tryniecki 2012: 71). Acknowledging this fact and facing increasing 

political apathy, which Tocqueville associated with the priorities of the middle class, less and 

less involved in public debate (Drescher 1964: 133), something had to be done to improve 

the living conditions of the working class. Not addressing the problem led to social unrest 

and, as the 1848 revolutions demonstrated, to violent outcomes.   

Even if Tocqueville recognizes pauperism has to be dealt with through public 

measures, he is highly critical of existing policies like the 1834 English Poor Laws, which 

make aid permanent creating an idle and lazy class. Such policies, according to Tocqueville, 

debase human beings. Instead of assistentialist policies or relying on private charity, 

Tocqueville proposes associations as an intermediate solution (Ferraton 2004).  

Tocqueville presents two types of charity: private and public. Whereas the first one has 

always existed, the second is "less instinctive, more reasoned, less enthusiastic, and often 

more powerful [than private charity], leads society to take care of the miseries of its members 

and to systematically take care of alleviating their sufferings" (Tocqueville 2007 [1835]: 25-

6). Tocqueville praises the second as it implies society's effort to look at itself and striving to 

solve its problems, guaranteeing the rich the possibility of enjoying their wealth and the poor 

from falling into absolute misery by redistributing from the former to the latter (Tocqueville 

2007 [1835]: 26).  

However, the English experience shows how difficult the design of public programs 

for poverty relief is (Tocqueville 2007 [1835]: 27-30). English poor-laws gave the poor "an 

absolute right to social aid" that, according to Tocqueville (2007 [1835]: 30), nourished the 

"natural passion for idleness" every human being has. Tocqueville follows here a general view 

of the time about what makes people work: the need to subsist, which is strong and touches 

everyone, and the natural desire to better one's condition, which is weaker and therefore 

moves a lesser number (Tocqueville 2007 [1835]: 30-1). The absolute right of the poor tends, 

according to Tocqueville, to render the first motive less pressing (Tocqueville 2007 [1835]: 

31). The poor are entitled to social aid no matter the reasons for their situation. Tocqueville 

advances that making the distinction between the valid poor, that is those who are able to 

work but are jobless, and the invalid poor, those who are unable to work, makes no difference 

(Tocqueville 2007 [1835]: 32-3). Not only making the difference between both requires an 

amount of information that is out of reach of government but facing imminent misery and 
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death, it is difficult to find a public servant who would refuse social aid on the grounds of 

individual responsibility leading to such a dramatic situation (Tocqueville 2007 [1835]: 33-4).  

The solution is neither public employment of the poor. For one, there are hardly 

enough public works to employ an increasing number of poor people, and for the other, this 

would also require an increasing number of public servants to look over the works, not 

mentioning the difficulty of establishing the wage level of such employments (Tocqueville 

2007 [1835]: 34-5). The burden such programs would impose on public finances would make 

them very difficult to finance, even threatening the other function of the state: to guarantee 

the rich the possibility of enjoying their wealth.  

Tocqueville advances that any measure of public charity that is permanent and 

dependent upon the existence of an administrative structure will produce an idle class that 

will "live at the expense of the industrial and working class" (Tocqueville 2007 [1835]: 35). 

Contrary to the language of rights, the right of the poor degrades the human heart 

(Tocqueville 2007 [1835]: 36-7). He gives various reasons for this: a permanent right to public 

aid disincentivizes work, breaks social ties and excludes the poor from the consideration of 

their fellow citizens, leaving them outside society with no encouragement to try to better 

their own condition they become a burden for all. Permanent public aid transfers individual 

responsibility to the public, and as responsibility is a necessary condition for the exercise of 

freedom, the poor loose one of the first conditions to be free (Ferraton 2004: 50, Tracz-

Tryniecki 2012: 77). Tocqueville describes a poverty trap that instead of helping the poor, 

ends up almost dehumanizing them.  

Any policy should aim at preserving and promoting individual responsibility because:  

"[t]he main remedy against poverty rests in the hands of the poor man himself, 
depending on his energy, frugality and forethought; on the good and intelligent 
use of his faculty, more than anything else; and that, while the laws may play a 
little part in human welfare, a man owes much to his own efforts" ( Tocqueville 
1971: 32, quoted in Tracz-Tryniecki 2012: 77).  

But in the specific case of the working poor who finds herself with no resources, little 

is left that she can do for herself.  

Therefore if the situation they find themselves in, is not the responsibility of the poor, 

as Tocqueville associates it with the process of industrialization (Ferraton 2004: 49), the 

existing laws, especially the English laws, seem not to be an appropriate way to face the 

problem. There is a social responsibility towards these individuals and the stability of the 

democratic order depends on dealing with their situation. The solution cannot be leaving the 
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poor on their own or relying only on private charity, which, will not be enough to help the 

increasing number of individuals in relative poverty without enough resources to survive 

(Tocqueville 2007 [1835]: 52-3). In his second mémoire, never published during his lifetime, 

Tocqueville explores other possibilities he had mentioned at the end of the first mémoire, for 

example helping the working poor to save for the future. In order to present different 

alternatives, Tocqueville divides the poor between those who belong to the agricultural class 

and those who belong to the industrial classes (Tocqueville 2007: 55). He concentrates his 

attention on the latter because it is this category of poor that is specific and increasing in 

democratic times. Besides, their number increases also as agricultural workers are displaced 

by new practices in the cultivation of the land and seek for alternatives in the cities.  

One of the first features of this population is that they have little attachment to 

anything, precisely because their situation is so fragile and fluctuating. They have no 

possessions of their own, besides their labor force, which, according to Tocqueville, makes 

it impossible for them to plan for their future (Tocqueville 2007: 58). Property less individuals 

cannot save and plan to increase their fortune. The lack of property makes the poor 

completely dependent on chance (Tocqueville 2007: 59). Therefore, when dealing with the 

agricultural class, policies that would support the access to property would significantly 

change their situation. The division of the property of land is what Tocqueville presents as 

the best remedy for the situation of the agricultural poor (Tocqueville 2007: 60).  

However, this cannot be the answer to the situation of the industrial poor. The amount 

of capital needed to establish and succeed in industrial enterprises, makes it almost 

impossible. But Tocqueville advances there has to be a way to give the industrial worker "the 

spirit and customs of property" (Tocqueville 2007: 65). One way, is to find the way for the 

worker to become co-owner of the industry he works in or to share its profits (Tocqueville 

2007: 65-6). The problem with this proposal is that, on the one hand, the capitalist owners 

have not been favorable to it and it would not be advisable to force them to accept; on the 

other, cooperative enterprises have not been successful due to the instability of its partners, 

and the lack of access to credit and commercial networks (Tocqueville 2007: 66). 

Nevertheless, Tocqueville believes such associations could be the answer, and in democratic 

times they would take the place of individual initiatives (Tocqueville 2007: 67). Therefore, 

increasing the number of owners in society, of land and industry, is a way to deal with crisis 

of democratic times and the frustrations it produces (Tracz-Tryniecki 2012: 74).  

For the time being, Tocqueville (2007: 67) suggests favoring "savings of their salaries 

and offering the workers a simple and certain method of producing revenues" so his 
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recommendation is searching for ways that allow poor workers to capitalize and make their 

savings productive such as  savings funds managed by the state that guarantee a certain 

interest rate that makes savings profitable for the workers (Tocqueville 2007: 68) 7 . 

Combining savings funds and monts-de-piété, institutional pawnbrokers, would create new 

financial institutions where poor workers would be able to save and lend money at 

convenient rates (Tocqueville 2007: 80-1).   

Ferraton (2004) analyzes another of Tocqueville's unpublished texts on the matter, his 

Lettre sur le paupérisme en Normandie, where the association8 is presented as a possible solution. 

An association, as a voluntary gathering of people, establishes links between its members 

who have a mutual interest in its success. These associations would have a local basis so that 

the effects of proximity between their associates would also promote moral ties in the 

community, establishing egalitarian relationships between its members. As associates 

participate voluntarily they can join and leave the association when they want, avoiding the 

problem of forced or permanent aid associated with public charity. Such associations could 

resemble the joint financial institutions Tocqueville proposes in his second mémoire that 

function as mutual insurance companies.  

5. Concluding Remarks 

Following Gaviria (2016) there is a realist vision of democracy that "protects us against 

demagogy (...) and reminds us that democracies always fail to keep their promises, and that 

all, without exception, insist in offering what they cannot deliver" (Gaviria 2016: 21, my 

translation). But, Gaviria also reminds that Estanislao Zuleta, a Colombian philosopher, 

would not conform to this vision of democracy. Much like Tocqueville, for Zuleta, 

democracy implies three elements leading to its positive affirmation: true democracy requires 

real opportunities for all its members, political involvement and participation of its citizens9, 

and public deliberation (Gaviria 2016: 21-2).  

The warnings Tocqueville gives on the threats to and risks for democracy have to do 

with those unfulfilled promises that lead to frustration, exclusion, and and loss of political 

                                                 
7 However, Tocqueville (2007: 69-74) considers this is an imperfect solution because of the costs and risks it 
implies for the State, the centralization of resources it implies and the possibility of State bankruptcy.  
8 Tocqueville documents associations in America as one of the main institutions of democratic times. He 
praises them as private initiatives that promote egalitarian relationships and mutual engagements, where the 
associates seek their self-interest helping to promote that of others. They are the expression of l'intérêt  bien 
entendu and an antidote against individualism. For a detailed analysis of associations in Tocqueville see 
Ferraton 2004.  
9 Gaviria notes the similarity on this point between Zuleta and Tocqueville. I would like to take the parallel 
further and extend it to the three elements mentioned.  
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participation for a considerable part of the people who live in democratic times. The 

democratic revolution might fail to include all those who live under its consequences as 

democratic citizens. Their passion for equality and its consequence, the intolerance for 

inequality, can lead to envy and social resentment. People compare their unequal positions 

in the social hierarchy and in the distribution of wealth. This comparison might be an 

incentive if the distance between their own position and that of those in the upper levels is 

perceived as relatively close, but it can also work to the contrary if the distance is perceived 

as insurmountable. Such perception undermines the citizens' expectations of social mobility.  

Moreover, this social mobility goes both ways. Instability of situations may increase 

conflict between the rich and the poor, between those with access to property and the 

property-less. Democratic citizens, as Tocqueville showed, struggle to move up the social 

ladder and avoid being pulled down by those beneath them. The priority these citizens give 

to material wellbeing, increasing individualism, and distance among citizens, leads to apathy 

or anomie. Tocqueville is clear about the outcomes of such a situation: citizens delegate 

decisions, producing more centralization and, finally, a new tyranny.  

Even if nothing can be done, according to Tocqueville, to counter the laws of 

economics, government must take action so that their negative consequences can be 

overcome. Democratization of property and focalized financial institutions are his policy 

recommendations. But, beyond this specific measures, Tocqueville's message shows that the 

exercise of citizenship requires conditions that exceed the existence of formal political rights. 

His analysis shows that the laboring poor have solid grounds for their demands, that their 

situation is not due to a simple lack of will, and that public intervention is necessary. The 

risks of extreme inequality go from apathy and potential conflict to exclusion and violence, 

and in the end, to the rise of a new tyranny where the essence of the democratic revolution 

is completely lost. 
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